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From THE EXPERIENCE OF NO-SELF

"Self is but a temporary mechanism, useful for a par-

ticular way of knowing."

"Indeed, the very need for integration is to come to a

point of graceful disintegration; the need for personal

wholeness is to pass into a greater wholeness; and the

purpose of having a self is to eventually go beyond it."

'Thus, finding out what remains in the absence of self

is the pearl of great price, a long journey, a change of

consciousness, and the beginning of a new life."

"By the time the journey is over, the only possible

way of living is in the now-moment. There are no

more head-trips—no clinging to a frame of reference,

even if it is only the reference of tomorrow's expecta-

tions. What is to be done or thought is always under-

foot, with no need to step aside in order to find out

what is to be thought, believed, or enacted."



'To contemplatives East and West—especially those

who dwell on the spiritual mountains of Carmel and

New Camaldoli"
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Introduction

This is the personal account of a two-year journey dur-

ing which I experienced the falling away of everything I can

call a self. It was a journey through an unknown passage-

way that led to a life so new and different that, despite forty

years of varied contemplative experiences, I never suspected

its existence. Because it was beyond my expectations, the

experience of no-self remained incomprehensible in terms of

any frame of reference known to me and, though I searched

the libraries and bookstores, I did not find there an explana-

tion or an account of a similar journey which, at the time,

would have been clarifying and most helpful. Owing then to

the deficiency of recorded accounts, I have written these

pages, trusting that they may be of use to those who share

the destiny of making this journey beyond the self.

Though my contemplative experiences began at an

early age, it was not until I was fifteen that I discovered how
these experiences fit like the inset of a child's puzzle into the

larger framework of the Christian contemplative tradition.

This finding was followed by ten years of relative seclusion

in order to pursue the Christian goal of union with God,

and once I had the certitude of this goal's realization, I

entered the more ordinary stream of life where I remain to

this day.

Within the traditional framework, the Christian no-

tion of loss-of-self is generally regarded as a transformation
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of the ego or lower self into the true or higher self as it ap-

proaches union with God; throughout this journey, how-

ever, the self retains its individual uniqueness and never

loses its ontological sense of personal selfhood. Thus, the

notion I maintained of being lost to myself meant, at the

same time, being found in God as the sharer of a divine life.

It meant a permanent state in which God, the "still-point" at

the center of being, was ever accessible to the contemplative

gaze — a point from which the life of the self arises and into

which it sometimes disappears. But this latter experience of

loss-of-self is only transient. It does not constitute a perma-

nent state, nor did it occur to me that it could ever do so.

Prior to this journey, I had given little thought to the

self, its perimeters or definitions. I took for granted the self

was the totality of being, body and soul, mind and feelings;

a being centered around God, its power-axis and still-point.

Thus, because the self at its deepest center is a run-on with

the divine, I never found any true self apart from God, for

to find the One, is to find the other.

Because this was the limit of my expectations (and my
experiences), I was all the more surprised and bewildered

when I came upon a permanent state in which there was no

self, not even a higher self, a true self, or anything that

could be called a self. Clearly, I had fallen outside my own,

as well as the traditional, frame of reference when I came

upon a path that seemed to begin where the writers on the

contemplative life had left off. But with the clear certitude

of the self's disappearance, there automatically arose the

question of what had fallen away — what was the self?

What, exactly, had it been? Then too, there was the all-im-

portant question: what remained in its absence? This jour-

ney was the gradual revelation of the answers to these ques-

tions, answers that had to be derived solely from personal

experience since no outside explanation was forthcoming.

With the exception of the little I could find by Meister

Eckhart, I was left without a way to account for this experi-
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ence, and even when I turned to books in the Eastern tradi-

tions, I encountered the same deficit of accounts — at least

accounts that were available to me through the local chan-

nels. Though the Buddhist notion of no-self struck me as

true, its failure to acknowledge, or first come upon the

wholeness of the self in its union with God, naturally left the

Christian experience of no-self unaccounted for. Quite pos-

sibly, the extent to which the individual first discovers this

union is the extent to which its falling away will appear all

the more inexplicable and bewildering. It is only when this

transition is over, or when we have become acclimated to a

new life, that the relative difference between self and no-self

recedes beyond reach; but by this time, we have already

seen what is down the road and the need for clarification no

longer exists.

Realizing then, that I was alone in this gap between the

ultimate Christian notion of loss-of-self and its immediate

experience, I came to a few conclusions of my own. In

main, I am convinced that the contemplative life is com-

posed of two distinct and separate movements, well marked

and defined by the nature of their experiences alone. The

first movement is toward self's union with God which runs

parallel with the psychological process of integration,

wherein the emphasis is on interior trials and dark nights by

which the self is established in a permanent union with God
— the still-point and axis of its being. In this process we dis-

cover that the self is not lost; rather a new self has been

found that now functions as an undivided unit from its

deepest, innermost center.

Following this first movement is an interval (twenty

years in my case) during which this union is tested by a vari-

ety of exterior trials whereby this oneness is revealed in all

its enduring depths of stability and toughness against all

forces that would move, fragment, or disturb its center;

thus, it is a period of discovering the beauty, the intense

wonder of this gratuitous union and, above all, of discover-
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ing what this wholeness means and how it works in our daily

lives. Then, too, it is a period of becoming acclimated to the

relative difference between life with the old, easily frag-

mented self, and life with a new self that cannot be moved
from its center in God. Still more, this seems to be a stage in

which, if exterior trials are not forthcoming, the contempla-

tive may seek them because the energy created by this union

must move outward (as a unit and not as a scattered force)

to find expression, to accept challenge — even suffering —
as a way to both reveal and affirm this enduring love.

I might add that these intervening years between

movements are also largely ignored in contemplative litera-

ture; their importance is highly underestimated due to the

failure to realize that this interval is actually the preparation

for a great explosion — a quiet one, however — that ushers

in another major turning-point. It seems that at the end of

this period a point is reached where the self is so completely

aligned with the still-point it can no longer be moved, even

in its first movements, from this center. It can no longer be

tested by any force or trial, nor moved by the winds of

change, and at this point the self has obviously outworn its

function; it is no longer needed or useful and life can go on

without it. We are ready to move on, to go beyond the self,

beyond even its most intimate union with God, and this is

where we enter yet another new life — a life best categorized,

perhaps, as a life without a self.

The onset of this second movement is characerized by
the falling away of the self and a coming upon of "that"

which remains when it is gone. But this going-out is an up-

heaval, a complete turnabout of such proportions it cannot

possibly be missed, under-emphasized, or sufficiently stressed

as a major landmark in the contemplative life. It is far more
than the discovery of life without a self. The immediate, in-

evitable result is a change of consciousness, an emergence

into a new way of knowing that entails a tremendous read-

justment when the self can no longer be an object of aware-
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ness. The reflexive mechanism of the mind — or whatever it

is that allows us to be self-conscious — is cut off or perma-

nently suspended so the mind is ever after held in a fixed

now-moment, out of which it cannot move in its uninter-

rupted gaze upon the Unknown.
This journey then, is nothing more, yet nothing less,

than a period of acclimating to a new way of seeing; a time

of transition and revelation as it gradually comes upon

"that" which remains when there is no self. This is not a

journey for those who expect love and bliss; rather, it is for

the hardy who have been tried in fire and have come to rest

in the tough, immovable trust in "that" which lies beyond

the known, beyond the self, beyond union, and even be-

yond love and trust itself.

Since the moment self-consciousness comes to a per-

manent end — and the journey begins — is such a decisive

stroke or milestone in the contemplative life, I can only

speculate why so little has been said of this breakthrough; in

fact, I may never get over the silence on the part of writers

who say nothing about this second movement. Perhaps

some contemplatives take in stride what to others is a mon-
umental explosion; or possibly, writers downplay what they

do not understand or deem unorthodox or rare; or perhaps

— and this is my view — they have confused these two

movements by failing to adequately distinguish between

them: that is, to distinguish between two different changes

in consciousness; between going beyond the lower (ego)

self, and later, the higher Self; between union with God, and

the identity of God. Since viewed as a whole, the contem-

plative life is on a single continuum, it is often difficult to

draw a line and see clear distinctions until one has person-

ally encountered these landmarks, at which time the differ-

ence between these movements becomes obvious and un-

mistakable.

My purpose then, in writing this account, is to help

clarify the second movement, to make it more recognizable
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and to bring to light, if possible, the ultimate, final realiza-

tion of the Christian notion of loss-of-self . In part, this at-

tempt stems from the conviction that this movement is not

unusual and that many individuals have come, or will

come, to this stage wherein some clarifications will be as rel-

evant to them as they would have been to me. Though no

two will have the same experiences, I feel sure that for those

who had found their true self in God and then lost it, there

will be certain consequences and findings in common.
While the journey was in progress, I tried to write of its

events, but it was not until it was over — or until the rela-

tive difference between life with or without a self was no

longer apparent — that I wrote the account in its present

form and gave it to several friends for their comments and

criticisms. Though much too generous to cite me for either

its content or its homely narrative, they were nevertheless

honest with their questions and objections. In response to

these, I wrote Part II, trying to find the answers I didn't

have.

In writing these final chapters I learned more about the

journey than I learned while it was in progress. It seems that

the nature of this passage is a total state of unknowing

which, while it lent a certain beauty and air of mystery to its

unfoldment, also lent a sense of bewilderment which was re-

sponsible, I believe, for certain hardships — hardships that

might have been avoided if some explanation had been forth-

coming. It was only when the journey was over, and I could

view it in retrospect, that I came to a better understanding

and was able, therefore, to offer the explanations given in

the final chapters.

Here too, I have made reference to my earlier back-

ground where it seemed necessary for understanding the

present journey in its relationship to the past. This back-

ground was not given at the outset because my present con-

cern focuses solely on the relatively unexplored dimension

of life — this movement beyond the self. Also, I knew that
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it I did not record this transition as soon as possible, it

would soon be forgotten, because one of the first lessons

learned on this journey is that the passing of each experience

leaves nothing in its wake, hardly a footprint and certainly

not a vivid memory. In a word, one learns to live without a

past.

For this reason, I wrote quickly before the journey be-

came lost forever and life without a self grew as dim as the

day of my birth. But at the same time, release from the past

has made it possible to write on a personal level — some-

thing I would not have dared to undertake prior to this time

— because the journey no longer belongs to "me." I look

upon it as I do any other fact of life or event taking place

around us. Thus, it now stands unalterably by itself where it

remains forever — but a thing of the past.

In conclusion, I must re-emphasize that the following

experiences do not belong to the first contemplative move-

ment or the soul's establishment in a state of union with

God. I have written elsewhere of this first journey and feel

that enough has been said of it already, since this movement
is inevitably the exclusive concern of contemplative writers.

Thus it is only where these writers leave off that I propose to

begin. Here now, begins the journey beyond union, beyond

self and God, a journey into the silent and still regions of the

Unknown.
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Chapter 1

Through past experience I had become familiar with

many different types and levels of silence. There is a silence

within; a silence that descends from without; a silence that

stills existence; and a silence that engulfs the entire universe.

There is a silence of the self and its faculties of will, thought,

memory, and emotions. There is a silence in which there is

nothing, a silence in which there is something; and finally,

there is the silence of no-self and the silence of God. If there

was any path on which I could chart my contemplative ex-

periences, it would be this ever-expanding and deepening

path of silence.

On one occasion, however, this path seemed to come
to an end, when I entered a silence from which I would

never totally emerge. But I must preface this account by

saying that on previous occasions, I had come upon a per-

vasive silence of the faculties so total as to give rise to subtle

apprehensions of fear. It was a fear of being engulfed for-

ever, of being lost, annihilated, or blacking out and, possi-

bly, never returning. In such moments, to ward off the fear,

I would make some movement of abandoning my fate to

God — a gesture of the will, a thought, some type of projec-

tion. And every time I did this, the silence would be broken

and I would gradually return to my usual self — and secur-

ity. Then, one day, this was not to be the case.

Down the road from where I lived there was a monas-

19
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tery by the sea, and on afternoons when I could get away, I

liked to spend some time alone in the silence of its chapel.

This particular afternoon was no different from others.

Once again there was a pervasive silence and once again I

waited for the onset of fear to break it up. But this time the

fear never came. Whether by habit of expectation or the

reality of a fear held in abeyance, I felt some moments of

suspense or tension — as if waiting for fear to touch me.

During these moments of waiting, I felt as if I were poised

on a precipice or balanced on a thin tightrope, with the

known (myself) on one side and the unknown (God) on the

other. A movement of fear would have been a movement
toward the self and the known. Would I pass over this time,

or would I fall back into my self — as usual? Since there was

no power of my own to move or choose, I knew the deci-

sion was not mine; within, all was still, silent and motion-

less. In the stillness, I was not aware of the moment when
the fear and tension of waiting had left. Still, I continued to

wait for a movement not of myself and when no movement
came, I simply remained in a great stillness.

Sister was rattling the keys of the chapel door. It was

time to lock up, and time to go home and prepare dinner for

my children. Always in the past, having to abruptly pull out

of a deep silence was difficult, for my energies were then at a

low ebb, and the effort of moving was like lifting a dead

weight. This time, howpver, it suddenly occurred to me not

to think about getting up, but to just do it. I think I learned

a valuable lesson here, because I left the chapel as a feather

floats in the wind. Once outside, I fully expected to return

to my ordinary energies and thinking mind, but this day I

had a difficult time because I was continually falling back

into the great silence. The drive home was a constant battle

against complete unconsciousness, and trying to get dinner

was like trying to move a mountain.

For three exhausting days, it was a battle to stay awake

and ward off the silence that every second threatened to
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overpower me. The only way I could accomplish the mini-

mum of chores was by persistently reminding myself of

what I was doing: now I'm peeling the carrots, now I'm cut-

ting them, now I'm getting out a pan, now I'm putting water

in the pan and on and on until, finally, I was so exhausted I

would have to run for the couch. The moment I lay down I

immediately blacked out. Sometimes it seemed I was out for

hours, when it was only five minutes; at other times, it

seemed like five minutes when it was hours. In this blackout

there were no dreams, no awareness of my surroundings, no

thoughts, no experiences — absolutely nothing.

On the fourth day, I noticed the silence easing up so I

could stay awake with less effort and, therefore, I trusted

myself to go shopping for groceries. I do not know what

happened, but suddenly a lady was shaking me and asking,

"Are you asleep?" I smiled at her while trying to get my
bearings because, for the moment, I had not the slightest

idea how I got in the store or what I should be doing. So I

had to start all over again: now I am pushing the basket,

now I must get some oranges, and so on. The morning of

the fifth day, I could not find my slippers anywhere, but

when getting breakfast for the children, I opened the refrig-

erator and what I found there was unbelievable, positively

ludicrous.

By the ninth day, the silence had so eased up I felt as-

sured that a little while longer and all would be normal

again. But as the days went by, and I was once more able to

function as usual, I noticed something was missing and I

couldn't put my finger on it. Something, or some part of me
had not returned. Some part of me was still in silence. It was

as if some part of my mind had closed down. I blamed it on

the memory because it was the last to return, and when it

finally did, I noticed how flat and lifeless it was — like

colorless slides on an antique film. It was dead. Not only

was the distant past empty, but also the past of the previous

minutes.
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Now when something is dead you soon lose the habit

of trying to resurrect it; thus, when the memory is lifeless,

you learn to live as one who has no past — you learn to live

in the present moment. That this could now be done effort-

lessly — and out of sheer necessity — was one good out-

come of an otherwise exhausting experience. And even

when I regained my practical memory, the effortless living

in the present never left. But with the return of a practical

memory, I discounted my earlier notion of what was miss-

ing and decided that the silent aspect of my mind was actu-

ally a kind of "absorption," an absorption in the unknown,

which for me of course, was God. It was like a continuous

gaze at the great, silent Unknowable which no activity

could interrupt. This was another welcomed outcome of the

initial experience.

This interpretation of the silent aspect of my mind (ab-

sorption) seemed sufficiently explanatory for about a

month, when I again changed my mind and decided that

this absorption was actually an awareness, a special kind of

"seeing" so that what had really happened was not a close-

down of any kind, but actually an opening-up — nothing

was missing, "something" had been added. After awhile,

however, this notion also did not seem to fit; it was some-

how dissatisfying; something else had happened, so I de-

cided to go to the library to see if I could solve this mystery

through someone else's experience.

What I found out is that, if it cannot be found in the

works of John of the Cross, it will probably not be found at

all. While the writings of the Saint were well known to me, I

could not find there an explanation of my specific experi-

ence; nor was I able to find it anywhere in the library. But it

was coming home that day, walking downhill with a pano-

rama of valley and hills before me, that I turned my gaze in-

ward, and what I saw, stopped me in my tracks. Instead of

the usual unlocalized center of myself, there was nothing

there; it was empty; and at the moment of seeing this there
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was a flood of quiet joy and I knew, finally I knew what

was missing — it was my "self."

Physically, I felt as if a great burden had been lifted

from me; I felt so light I looked down at my feet to be sure

they were on the ground. Later I thought of St. Paul's ex-

perience, "Now, not I, but Christ lives in me/' and realized

that despite my emptiness, no one else had moved in to take

my place; so I decided that Christ WAS the joy, the empti-

ness itself; He was all that was left of this human experience.

For days I walked with this joy that, at times, was so great, I

marveled at the flood gates and wondered how long they

would hold.

For me, this experience was the height of my contem-

plative vocation. It was the ending of a question that had

plagued me for years: where do "I" leave off and God begin?

Over the years, the line that separated us had grown so thin

and faded that most of the time I couldn't see it anymore,

but always my mind had wanted desperately to know: what

was His and what was mine? Now my quandary was over.

There was no "mine" anymore, there was only His. I could

have lived in this joyous state the rest of my life, but such

was not in the Great Plan. It was just a matter of days, a

week perhaps, when my entire spiritual life — the work, the

suffering, the experiences, and the goals of a lifetime — sud-

denly exploded into a million irretrievable pieces and there

was nothing, absolutely nothing left.
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When the joy of my own emptiness began to wane, I

decided to rejuvenate it by spending some solitary time gaz-

ing into my empty self. Though the center of self was gone,

I was sure the remaining emptiness, the silence and joy, was

God Himself.

Thus, on one occasion, with full hedonistic delibera-

tion, I settled myself down and turned my gaze inward. Al-

most immediately the empty space began to expand, and ex-

panded so rapidly it seemed to explode; then, in the pit of

my stomach I had the feeling of falling a hundred floors in a

non-stop elevator, and in this fall every sense of life was

drained from me. The moment of landing, I know: When
there is no personal self, there is also no personal God. I saw

clearly how the two go together — and where they went, I

have never found out.

For a while I sat there mentally and emotionally

stunned. I couldn't think about what had happened, nor

was there any response in me at all. Around me there was
only stillness, and in this complete stillness I waited and

waited for some kind of reaction to set in, or something to

happen next, but nothing ever did. In me there was no sense

of life, no movement and no feeling; finally I realized I no

longer had a "within" at all.

The moment of falling had been such a complete wipe-

out that never again would I have any sense of possessing a

24
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lite I could call my own — or any other type of life. My in-

terior or spiritual life was finished. There was no more gaz-

ing within; from now on my eyes could only look outward.

At the time, I had no way of knowing the tremendous reper-

cussions that would follow this sudden event. I had to learn

bit by bit; on a totally experiential level, because my mind

could not comprehend what had happened since this event

and everything that followed fell outside any frame of refer-

ence known to me. From here on, I literally had to grope my
way along an unknown path.

My first thought was: oh, no, not another Dark Night!

I was accustomed to those experiential disappearances of

God and was rather disappointed to think there were any of

them left. But when none of the usual reactions set in (any-

thing from anxiety to agony — you name it), I felt this ex-

perience fell outside anything John of the Cross had de-

scribed, and put the notion out of my mind. Besides, it

didn't make any difference; I simply had to cope with the

reality of the here and now, a reality in which there was no

sense of life in me.

So I sat there fully awake, healthy, faculties unim-

paired, obviously alive; in a word, all systems were func-

tioning as usual — but I felt no life. What do you do now? I

decided I might as well get an early start preparing dinner,

but as I did so, all the usual movements now seemed so me-

chanical I felt I had suddenly become a robot, for I could no

longer endow my work with any personal energies. I did my
chores with no life to back them up and they were all totally

mechanical — a mere conditioned habit of movement.

After a while this "gets" to you and you gradually have

a pressing need to find some life somewhere. Hoping to find

it, I went into the garden and stood there looking around. I

knew there was life there, but I couldn't feel it, so I went

around like a blind man, touching everything: the leaves

and flowers; reaching up I grabbed the pine branches and let

them slide through my hands; stooping down, I ran my
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hands through the soil. Then I lay down on the grass, palms

downward, looking up through the branches of the pine

tree and felt the moving air flow over me. It was good to be

there; everything was okay. Somewhere there was life all

around me, even if there was no life in me.

Later that evening before the sun went down, I took

myself to a place I always went in time of crisis — the local

bird refuge. It was only a few blocks from home, and the

route offered beautiful vistas of the sea with its miles of

shoreline and hills that rose up behind the refuge. Usually I

only climbed in a little way. Beyond the stump where I

would sit was a marsh that grew deeper with mud and water

as it approached one of the ponds formed by the river which

emptied into the sea. But this day, I took off my shoes and

socks and climbed into the middle of the refuge until I found

a small rock barely visible above the mud. Here, among the

tall reeds and wild grasses I sat down and disappeared — lit-

erally sank into the life that was around me, and soon, on

me as well.

Always I had felt at home here. It was a place of great

peace and a mysterious stillness. By experience I knew that

thinking would never solve the problems of life; it was just

being here, out-of-doors, in the midst of real life, that auto-

matically separated the relevant from the irrelevant, so that

upon returning home, all the irrelevancies had been swept

away and I could see clearly the path I must go. So too, on

this particular day, I knew I was home, more at home per-

haps than ever before. Around the little rock, life was teem-

ing and overflowing, it was everywhere, and so compen-

sated for my own lack of life that the earlier events of the

day seemed not to have happened. For sure, this was where

I belonged, surrounded and locked securely into this elusive

unlocalized thing called "life." After all, I thought, perhaps

no man is better than the elements of which he is composed,

for these elements are his very life — but how this could be

so, I did not know. Just to be there was all that mattered.
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The next weeks were spent mainly out-of-doors. Life

indoors had become almost intolerable because it was now
so routine, lifeless, and devoid of personal energies that it

was all I could do to accomplish the minimum of chores.

But out-of-doors somewhere life was flowing — peaceful,

forgetful, unknowable — and this was where I had to be. So

I roamed the hills, the riverbanks and the seashore just look-

ing, watching, and being there.

Though I had looked and watched all my life, this time

was different because I could not more find life in the trees,

the wild flowers, or the waters than I could find it in myself;

and yet, there was life all around us. It's strange how the

mind wants to localize and pinpoint this unknowable thing

called life, and when its demands are met, it goes blind with

this knowledge and is forever locked out of the only true se-

curity man has — or so I would soon learn. For now, how-

ever, I was looking for this security and could not find it.

Though everything seemed as empty as myself I knew there

was life somewhere in nature, and for now, I wanted only

to be there and be a part of it.

On a bluff above the sea, overlooking a cove of rocks

on which the seals would doze, there stood a gnarled, wind-

blown cypress tree, a favorite spot of mine — until a Forest

Ranger one day told me to leave, lest I add to the soil ero-

sion. Between the tortured roots, which allowed for no

other growth, there was a place to sit down without mash-

ing a single dandelion or disturbing the varied flora that

made this bluff so beautiful.

It was here that nature finally yielded its secret to me in

a simple, still moment in which I saw how it all worked.

God or life was not in anything. It was just the reverse;

everything was in God. And we were not in God like drops

of water that could be separated from the sea, but more like

. . well, the only thing I could think of was the notion of

trying to pinch out a spot on an inflated balloon; if you

pinch out a spot and try to cut it off, the whole thing will
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pop because it can't be done. You can't separate anything

from God, for as soon as you let go of the notion of sepa-

rateness, everything falls back into the wholeness of God
and life.

But to see how this works and to explain it are two dif-

ferent matters. One thing is for sure: as long as we are

caught up in words, definitions, and all that the mind wants

to cling to, we can never see how it works. And until we can

go beyond our notions regarding the true nature of life, we
will never realize how totally secure we really are, and how
all the fighting for individual survival and self-security is a

waste of energy.

This insight then, opened a new door for me. I began

to see things differently and, above all, I quit wandering

around looking for life — obviously it's everywhere; we're

in it, and it's all there is.

Solely in retrospect, I would like to mention a certain

lesson learned on this journey. I learned that a single insight

is not sufficient to bring about any real change. In time,

every insight has a way of filtering down to our usual frame

of reference, and once we make it fit, it gets lost in the

milieu of the mind; the mind which has a tendency to pol-

lute every insight. The secret of allowing an insight to be-

come a permanent way of knowing and seeing is not to

touch it, cling to it, dogmatize it, or even to think about it.

Insights come and go, but to have them stay, we have to

flow with them; otherwise, no change is possible. It's a mis-

take to think that because we've been thrown the ball, we
know in which direction to run. Perhaps our greatest in-

sights are lost this way: we plunk them down in our usual

frame of reference and go nowhere. But if we're really ready

when the ball comes, the sheer momentum will carry us and

place us in the flow — wherever it is going. Now I pass this

along only because I had to learn this the hard way, for

when the pieces didn't fit, or when an insight fell outside my
frame of reference, I felt more lost than was really neces-
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sary. I could have saved myself a lot of trouble, looking and

searching for my own unanswerable questions.

An example of learning the hard way occurred here,

with the falling away of all feeling of possessing individual

life, which forced me to look for life outside myself. Since I

had already lived some forty years, experiencing life within,

this was a very difficult time — a time of transition and ac-

climation without being able to see ahead or understanding

what had happened. Nevertheless, I did the best I could to

help myself, and since I was a daily communicant, it oc-

curred to me it might be of some avail to carry the Eucharist

with me at all times — in a pix around my neck. With the

falling away of life within, the reception of the Eucharist no

longer had any effect on me. Where before, it had always

drawn me into its mysterious silence, now, no such change

occurred; if anything, there was too much silence. Thus,

with the failure of the Eucharist to restore a sense of life

within, I felt doubly lost and decided I might at least carry it

with me in my search to find God without.

After a few weeks, however, I saw this ruse was not

working when it brought no sense of life or security, nor

brought about any change in the situation. Then, under the

cypress tree on the day already mentioned, I consumed the

host and saw all things were in God, that he was closer and

more personal than I had ever dared to expect. To suddenly

realize you live and walk in God is a unique discovery that

forever dispels the sense of loss that ensues when the feeling

of a personal life falls away.

If nothing else, this incident (and many that remain

untold) attests to the continual effort to cling to the usual

frame of reference, a clinging that revealed nothing until the

hold had been released. I might add that among the many
notions that had to be abandoned was my notion of aban-

donment itself. It was not I, who had abandoned the self to

God, rather it was God who had abandoned the self com-

pletely; and that once beyond the self, everything goes,
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even "that" which I had expected would remain.

A week or two after the above insight, I was making a

retreat with the Hermit Monks on the Big Sur. About the

second day, toward late afternoon, I was standing on their

windy hillside looking down over the ocean when a seagull

came into view, gliding, dipping, playing with the wind. I

watched it as I'd never watched anything before in my life. I

almost seemed to be mesmerized; it was as if I was watching

myself flying, for there was not the usual division between

us. Yet, something more was there than just a lack of sepa-

rateness, "something" truly beautiful and unknowable. Fin-

ally I turned my eyes to the pine-covered hills behind the

monastery and still, there was no division, only something

"there" that was flowing with and through every vista and

particular object of vision. To see the Oneness of everything

is like having special 3D glasses put before your eyes; I

thought to myself: for sure, this is what they mean when
they say "God IS everywhere."

I could have stood there looking for the rest of my life,

but after a while, I thought it was all too good to be true; it

was some hoax of the mind and when the bell rang, it would

all disappear. Well, the bell finally rang, and it rang the next

day and for the rest of the week, but the 3D glasses were still

intact. What I had taken as a trick of the mind was to be-

come a permanent way of seeing and knowing which I will

do my best to describe as my whole world turned slowly in-

side-out. I was never to revert back to the usual relative way
of seeing separateness or individuality; but make no mis-

take, the obliteration of separateness is meaningless in itself.

What is important about this way of seeing is THAT into

which all separateness dissolves.

Before going further and attempting to describe this

new way of seeing, I would like to say that after discovering

God was everywhere — or His Oneness, as I called it — I

was compensated a thousandfold for the bewildering loss of

a personal God within. It seems I had first to move through
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the personal and then through the impersonal before I real-

ized God was closer than either, and beyond them both.

The notions and the experiences of God as being per-

sonally within or impersonally without, are purely relative

experiences, pertaining to the self and its particular type of

consciousness. God, however, is beyond the relativity of

our minds and experiences; indeed, he is so close he can

never be localized. But to realize this closeness — to see it —
is to discover that God is everywhere, and at the same time,

to see how he is all that exists — because wherever we look

there is nothing else to see. In truth then, God is neither per-

sonal nor impersonal, neither within nor without, but is

everywhere in general and nowhere in particular. Simply

put: God is all that Is — all, of course, but the self.
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Eventually it became imperative to make some

changes in my lifestyle. For the time being at least, it had be-

come impossible to feel at one with the constant flow of ir-

relevancies and noise that made up my usual environment.

Having been robbed of the energies necessary to dominate,

control, and stay on top of the frequent chaotic conditions

in the home, my effectiveness as a mother to four teenagers

dropped sharply to zero. When self is no longer running the

show, the usual defense-mechanisms can no longer be acti-

vated, and the burden of coping falls squarely upon the

energies of the physical body alone. While I never had the

feeling of being nervous, upset, anxious and all that, I

nevertheless had the impression that if I were to continue

the same pattern of living I would be expected, from now
on, to lift dead weights; and I couldn't do it.

Until the rug (my 'self') had been pulled out from

under me, I never realized how utterly dependent I was

upon getting around under my own steam — steam of the

mind and emotions, that is, not physical steam. It seems we
possess an endless array of subtle energies we don't know
we have until they are gone — although later, I was to see

clearly how these energies are, in fact, the self's defenses

against its own annihilation. Right now, however, it was
taking a long time to learn how to survive without any

32
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energy 1 could call my own. Learning to live this way was

like learning to live all over again, and though I now under-

stand it in retrospect, at the time 1 was as bewildered and

groping as a man who has suddenly lost the power of his

limbs.

What I seemed to need were great blocks of time for

uninterrupted silence and contact with nature, because it

was only in such a milieu I felt at home and at one with the

flow oi life. What I eventually did was pack up the camping

gear and head for the forests of the high Sierras where I

camped for five months, or until the snows came and I had

to come down.

I went to the mountains to learn how to live a new
type of existence, an existence without time, without

thought, without the emotions, feelings, and energies of the

self. I hadn't the slightest idea how things would go; all I

knew was that I had to go and find out. While the discov-

eries were numerous and I have much to say about this ad-

venture, I think I can sum it up in one phrase by saying: un-

til I went to the mountains I had never truly lived. Not for a

single day in my life had I ever lived before. Without a

doubt I was in the Great Flow, so totally at one with it that

every notion of ecstasy, bliss, love, and joy, pale by com-

parison to the extraordinary simplicity, clarity, and oneness

of such an existence.

There's nothing haphazard, idle, or easy-going about

forest life. On the contrary, everything there is vital, fully

awake, dynamic, and intelligent. It's not a free life. The

Great Flow takes its own direction sweeping everything

along, and whether it would go or not, is of no consequence.

There's no time to step out of the flow or to take a break; in

word, it is a life completely devoid of a single irrelevancy.

One of the great mysteries I hoped to solve in this

mountain solitude was the answer to my question: what is it

that sees this Oneness everywhere?
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And to understand the question better, I am going to

back up a bit to the weeks following the initial seeing on the

monks' hillside.

Gradually I began to notice a shift in this seeing.

Where at first it had been very nebulous and general, I soon

noticed that when I visually focused in on a flower, an

animal, another person, or any particular object, slowly the

particularity would recede into a nebulous Oneness, so that

the object's distinctness was lost to my mind. Visually of

course, nothing changed, the change was merely in the type

of perception itself. Until this happened, it never occurred

to me how I had always taken for granted the individuality

of all objects of visual perception. But now, with the impo-

sition of the 3D glasses, it became impossible for the mind to

perceive or retain any individuality when all visual objects

either faded from the mind, gave way to something else, or

were "seen through" — I don't know which is the best de-

scription to use. I might also add, that I do not understand

the mechanism of this change in perception, yet I regard this

change as one of the most significant events in the entire

journey because, it not only remained as a permanent irre-

versible fixture of perception, but seemed to be the neces-

sary vehicle by which I eventually came to the final

"seeing."

It is truly marvelous how this works. It is a unique

type of experience, but I repeat: the marvel of it isn't the loss

of individuality of the object observed; rather, the marvel is

that into which it blends and ultimately disappears. For

now, I called that Oneness — and of course, God.

I'm always reluctant to use the word, God, because

everybody seems to carry around his own stagnant images

and definitions that totally cloud the ability to step outside a

narrow, individual frame of reference. If we have any con-

ception of what God is, certainly it should be changing and

expanding as we ourselves grow and change. This is the

very nature of our life's movement: to expand, to open up
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and blossom. Like the flowers that turn completely back-

ward to race the light, sometimes we too, must do an about-

face it we would see what Is. Since we do not know in

which direction to turn, we must wait like the flower for the

morning sun, and with no effort or resistance, be pulled in

the direction of the light. Whatever we care to call the ulti-

mate reality, we cannot define or qualify it because the

brain is incapable of processing this kind of data; thus we
must ever look upon words as mere descriptions of a man's

experience — the nature of which we do not really know.

For myself, the opening up of everything upon which I gazed

revealed a reality that was the same throughout, be the ob-

ject animate or inanimate. For this reason I called it, One-

ness. That someone else would prefer a different name is all

right with me. Just the seeing of It is all that matters.

The mysterious aspect of this type of seeing was that

while I could focus on the objects around me, I could never

focus on myself. To do so would have been as impossible as

looking into my eyes without a mirror. For this reason, I felt

like an outside observer looking upon a Oneness that in-

cluded everything but myself. It were as if I were not a part

of this Oneness, not even a part of the universe; in fact, I

couldn't see where I had any existence at all. Besides the

body, all that was left was just this seeing and yet, even this

did not really belong to me for it was not localized anywhere

in my mental or physical make-up, but instead, seemed to be

on top or a little above my head — toward the front and

over the forehead. Although I continued to refer to this see-

ing as my wonderful glasses — because of the extra dimen-

sional aspect — I was sure this seeing was actually outside

the ordinary mind and physical body as well.

While trying to figure out the nature of this seeing, I

came upon the notion of man's original consciousness, or

the type of consciousness we all have from the beginning.

As a one-time student of child development, I knew that the

infant possesses a non-relative consciousness in which there



36 Part I The Journey

is no distinguishing between subject (himself) and object;

consequently, he has no notion of a self. Furthermore, as we
all know, the infant doesn't think, for as yet there is no con-

tent in his consciousness, nor does he have anything to re-

member. All of us then, were born without a reflective, self-

conscious type of mind which, to me, is an apt definition of

"seeing." Thus, for the adult, seeing may be a kind of return

to this original form of consciousness, a form that surpris-

ingly does not seem to hamper the ordinary activities of the

practical mind. Therefore, in the process of reverting back

to our original consciousness, we have to learn how to live

without any self-consciousness — the build-up of a lifetime

perhaps — and this is not an easy journey to take. But it's

exciting to think we can take it at all, and even more excit-

ing to think of what would happen if every man could live

as he was originally intended to live.

For awhile then, this idea of man's original conscious-

ness seemed to clarify the nature of this seeing, but one day I

discovered a hole in this conclusion. While there may be no

self-consciousness in this seeing, the seeing alone constitutes

a subject, just as the Oneness it sees, constitutes an object,

for the distinction between the seeing and the Oneness was

clear to me and never lent itself to any form of identity.

Thus in this case, seeing (observing) is not identical with the

seen (observed), which put me right back on a purely rela-

tive plane of existence — even though there is no self that

does the seeing. What this means is that the infant's con-

sciousness may actually be relative even though it is not self-

reflecting. But however this works, I could never find any re-

lationship between this seeing and Oneness because, as I have

said: at all times they were totally distinct and separate.

Months later, this same question of relationship came

up in a conversation, and while trying to think of an

answer, the notions of original consciousness, seeing, and

Oneness, seemed to float out the window and over the hill-

side until they finally disappeared from sight somewhere
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over the ocean. Thus, the question of relationship of seer

and seen had no answer. But at the time of which I speak, I

was still thinking up the questions, because 1 lived a full nine

months with the wonderful glasses ever focused on the One-

ness they saw everywhere, and as far as I was concerned,

this was the end oi the road.

Nevertheless, I still find it interesting to speculate

about what the infant may actually see and know before his

mind has become conditioned by his environment. At the

same time we may ponder the animal's form of conscious-

ness and the possibility that it may know and see something

that man has lost in his endless battle for survival of the self.

Then too, who knows what great intelligence may be locked

into the very elements that compose man and the universe

— an intelligence without any consciousness at all? One
thing is certain: with our thinking, rational mind, we'll

never come upon these answers. Our mind, limited tool that

it is, is so continually taken up in the service of self that it

cannot come upon that which is beyond all such concerns.

Apart from trying to identify what it was that saw this

Oneness, there was still the unresolved question of what re-

mained in the absence of self. What is this that walks and

talks and is aware of the eye upon Oneness? As obvious as it

was, I had no mind for such a mystery and could not come
upon a single explanation. Though the identity of the One-

ness was known, the identity of the eye that saw it, as well

as what remained in the absence of self, could not be identi-

fied. Thus, between the Oneness, the eye, and no-self, there

seemed to be no true relationship.

Ultimately I discovered that the only resolution to the

many questions that arose, is time. Time means change, and

in the process of change my initial questions either changed,

dissolved, or were resolved in the process. I had already

learned that thinking never brought about change; conse-

quently, thinking netted me nothing when it came to resolv-

ing these questions. Though questions inevitably arose, I
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soon learned it was important not to give them premature

answer.

In similar fashion, I learned this was also true of my
experiences. I discovered that as soon as I invested any

value, meaning, or purpose in them, I was losing the pearl

of great price by giving them a premature closure. It was only

by investing no value in an experience that I was able to find

out its truth or falsity. What is false never lasts; it falls away
of its own accord, while what is true remains, because truth

does not come and go — it is always there. So as long as our

experiences come and go and we are investing in them our

own values, thoughts, and emotions, we'll never find out if

there is any truth in them, for truth is what remains when
there are no experiences left.

I only mention this because it was one of the lessons I

learned in the mountains. I learned that without any move-

ment, reaction, or response from within — or from the self

— all experiences were becoming like water on a duck's

back. It were as if I had become an outside observer on the

relative apsects of life, aspects in which I participated

through conditioned habit, while at the same time, I was

also participating in the inexplicable reality of the flow of

life — true life. It seems that beyond the self, the relativity

of our experiences falls away because there is nothing within

to respond, nothing to hold onto an experience in order to

give it value, meaning, and so on. In this way, experiences

lose their relative aspects when there is nothing to which

they can be relative. This is why, when there is no self, there

also seem to be no experiences — no movement, feelings,

excitement, or the thousand responses of which the self is

capable. From here on all experiences are of a non-relative

character, meaning the experience is it, it is there, and there

is nothing outside itself.

Since this is difficult to explain, I will give an example

of how I came by this understanding. In the following ex-

perience, I realized the great importance of having no self
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and of giving no heed to even the most marvelous of events.

The northeast portion of my camp sloped to a small

meadow. Directly across, the meadow gave way to a steep

descent that led to a lower valley. From the top of the de-

scent a stream gushed from the side of the mountain having

made its way underground from a lake a half mile away.

Near the outlet of the stream, one could get a view of the

valley and surrounding hills, laden with boulders, trees, and

patches of wild grass. The east wall of this valley was a tall

imposing mountain of solid rock that turned red in the sun-

set. The locals called it, Thunder Mountain.

I often went to this spot, not only to take in the view

but to watch for the animals that came to drink. This day,

however, I had been collecting firewood and only stopped

to rest.

Since there was nothing unusual going on at the

stream, I stood looking out over the valley, gazing at noth-

ing in particular, when I noticed a peculiar gathering of in-

tensity in the air somewhere over the valley. Whatever it

was, it was gathering itself together from all parts and in do-

ing so, was expanding outwards, obliterating everything in

its path. At the same time, it grew to such a pitch of vibra-

tory, almost electrical, intensity that it exerted a magnetic

pull on my body. At first glimpse, it appeared to be the fam-

iliar Oneness, but as it grew in intensity I realized it was

something else, something I did not recognize at all. The

Oneness had always revealed itself through a medium, but

if this was the Oneness, it now had no medium and was

magnified a thousand times over, a magnification that could

not be endured. But whatever its reality, I knew that to be

caught in the path of its expansion was to be drawn into it

like a speck of dust. I thought my time had come, and that

despite the mystery of what remained, it would remain no

longer. Another second and the light would go out forever

— the light of the eye that beheld this wonder. Somehow I

knew this should not be so, yet there was nothing that could
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be done. I could not look away for there was nowhere else

to look; there was no energy to move; and within, all was

still and motionless: no response, no thoughts, and no feel-

ings. What would be, would be.

At the threshold of disintegration something happened.

With nothing more to guide it than itself, the body turned

away, made an about-face that once more confronted it

with the forest and the wood to be gathered. So I went on

my way, but did not get far before I had to sit down, be-

cause the body was so weak and shaken I thought it might

yet fall apart.

This experience occurred a number of times while I

was in the mountains and each time I could not get over the

mechanism of "turning away." Though I was being pulled in

the direction of this intensity, of myself I could not have

pulled away or turned away. But turn I did, and always at

the last moment.

I never knew how to evaluate this experience, but each

time it occurred, I thought the end had come and that the

light would go out forever — the light of all consciousness,

original and unoriginal. It would have meant a total black-

out such as I had experienced before, a blackout in which

there is absolutely nothing; an annihilation more complete

than just the loss of self — and what this means I have no

idea.

I felt the need of great strength in order to enter the in-

tensity without the light going out, but what kind of

strength is this and how could it be acquired? Perhaps it was
the strength needed to bear the vision — to enter into God
— but I did not know for sure, nor could I imagine how one

could see God face to face and live. To come upon such a re-

quirement could make a man despair and turn away. Never-

theless, I felt sure that whatever had brought me this far

would give me the strength to go all the way. In my journal

I called this experience a "crack in the door."
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The snows came early that year. After two stormy

days, I awoke in the night to hear a great silence — a silence

only snow can bring. The storm left a foot of snow that so

transformed the woods and surrounding mountains, it was
like a totally new terrain, a place I had never been before.

For several days the roads were snowbound, but by the time

the snow had partially melted, black heavy clouds hung low

above the trees, and when the Ranger's car drove up, I knew
what he was going to say.

From time to time the Ranger had stopped by to swap

animal stories, and each time he never failed to tell a story

of someone he'd had to "dig out" because he stayed too

long. Since another snowfall was imminent, it was neces-

sary to leave before the roads iced up and I would be snow-

bound, for how long this time, he did not know.

So after packing my gear and stuffing the remaining

nuts into the hollows and holes of my forest friends, I stood

there taking a last look around, knowing the best months of

my life had come to an end, an end that had been inevitable

from the beginning. I knew that although I should return

many times to this spot, it would never be the same. I had

learned long ago that the essence of life's movement was not

contentment or security; rather, it was growth, change, and

challenge wherein the external circumstances of life merely

41



42 Part I The Journey

reflect the needs of each moment in the thrust of life's flow.

What I would find down the mountain I did not know, but I

was sure nothing could ever again alter the flow I had dis-

covered in the mountains, a flow that would continue to

take me "whithersoever it goeth."

My first destination was a campground overlooking

the sea. As beautiful a site as it was, I seemed unable to ap-

preciate the surroundings because I noticed a subtle change

in the object now being picked up by the 3D glasses. Instead

of seeing the Oneness into which all separateness dissolved,

everything now dissolved into an inexplicable emptiness.

Where, for so many months there had been "something,"

now there was nothing.

In time, this emptiness became increasingly pronounced

and difficult to live with. Without an "inner" life or the

slightest movement within, the seeing had become my life; I

was totally dependent upon it, and without it, I had not a

thing to fall back on.

But if the constant sight of emptiness was tedious and

difficult to live with, it was as nothing compared to what I

came upon one morning as I walked along the beach.

Suddenly I was aware that all life around me had come
to a complete standstill. Everywhere I looked, instead of

life, I saw a hideous nothingness invading and strangling the

life out of every object and vista in sight. It was a world be-

ing choked to death by an insidious void, whereby every re-

maining movement was but the final throe of death. The

sudden withdrawal of life, left in its wake a scene of death,

dying, and decay so monstrous and terrible to look upon, I

thought to myself: no man can see this and live! My body
froze to the spot.

The immediate reaction was to ward off the view, to

make the vision go away by finding some explanation or

meaning for it; in a word, to rationalize it away. But as I

reached for each defense, the knowledge that I had not a

single weapon dawned on me like a sudden blow to the
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head, and in the same instant I understood this thing called

self: it is man's defense against seeing absolute nothingness,

against seeing a world devoid of life, a life devoid of God.

Without a self, man is defenseless against such a vision, a vi-

sion he cannot possibly live with.

Realizing I could no longer project a single defense, I

waited for some reaction, especially an inner movement of

fear. Somehow I knew that with the birth of fear, self would

spring alive with all its weaponry, for it was now obvious

that fear — the mother of all inventions — was the core

around which the self was built and upon which its life so de-

pended that self and fear were here, all but indistinguishable.

But when no reaction came, when there was no movement of

fear, I concluded the self had been frozen and entombed

within me in full consciousness of its state of immobility,

death, and total helplessness. Unwittingly I had been lured

and entrapped in this monstrous state of no-self, an irrevers-

ible state because, once gone, the self can never return. Thus

in these moments, surrounded by a terror I could not feel,

and from which I could not escape, I seemed doomed to re-

main in the unlivable condition of having to stare out at a

horrible nothingness without a single weapon of defense.

Until this moment, I had given no thought to the self,

or where it had gone the year before; rather, my concern

was what remained in its absence. From the time of its dis-

appearance, I had known a great freedom — the freedom to

come upon the Oneness which lies beyond the self. But right

now, the silence within was not seen as freedom from the

self, rather it was seen as an imprisoned self; a frozen, im-

movable self that was all part of the scene, part of the insidi-

ous nothingness choking the life out of everything. Even

now it had frozen my body to the spot. How could I survive

another moment?
It seems the one remaining resource was my two legs,

two legs that could still run even though they felt frozen and

immobile. I had learned before how to move without any
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need for personal volition — which is to act instantly, with-

out thinking, without any need for self-consciousness. Once

again it worked, and I found myself running down the

beach. But as I did so, it was as if something else was run-

ning with me, urging, forcing me beyond all physical endur-

ance to "Run! Run as you've never run before! You are run-

ning for your life!" And I believed it!

Now I wasn't even a jogger and had two miles to go,

some of it up a steep cliff; but when I reached my car I

seemed mindless of any exhaustion. Jumping in, I drove

downtown and parked near the main intersection. I had de-

cided to spend the rest of the day walking and being among
my own kind — and it was good to be there.

Since this was a university town, the downtown sec-

tion was full of young people. On the sidewalk of one cor-

ner, a jazz-band was playing with full amplifiers; further on

was a more subdued trio; and further yet, a solitary fiddler

was playing lively Irish tunes. The shopwindows were

dressed with outlandish, unique Halloween costumes, and

the cafe's were crowded. The bookstores, however, were as

quiet as a library and in these places I didn't spend much
time, but squeezed myself into one of the noisy cafes and or-

dered a beer. While sitting there watching the people around

me, I decided that having no-self was as bad, if not worse,

than having a self; because once beyond the self, a man was

just as likely to come across an unlivable nothingness as he

was a marvelous, unnameable "something" — as I first

seemed to do. To put aside the self is a premature laying

down of our weapons before we know for sure what lies

ahead. It's all an insane risk. Without a self, man is totally

vulnerable to the winds of chance — bode they good or ill.

Looking at the young people around me, I was glad they

had a self; in fact, the greatest blessing I could wish upon all

the peoples of the earth was to have a self. That way, they

would never be able to see whai I had just seen and what no

man could see and live witn.
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For myself, of course, it was too late. I had survived

this time, but who knows what tomorrow may bring? For-

tunately I could not think a moment ahead or imagine how
anything more could go wrong; instead, I tried to figure out

where, in the past, I had somehow made a wrong turn that

had brought me to such an impasse and landed me in this

terrible predicament. All I could think of was: that I had

trusted God too much. . .but is this really possible?

I used to wonder if we could ever abandon too much
of our self to God, or if there was a limit beyond which a

man should not go. Should we abandon our mind, our

memory, our whole existence — forfeit all we know in order

to come upon him, the Unknown? It is one thing to aban-

don our will in the form of accepting trials and tribulations,

but it is quite another to be without a will or any energy to

call our own. To give one's self to God is one thing, but to

have him accept it, is a terrible thing — or so I now under-

stood. The whole problem is that I had given myself over to

"something" I didn't even know, and why I did not antici-

pate the present outcome is something else I didn't know.

Thus, there was only one way to account for this predica-

ment: in thinking I had abandoned myself to God, I had, in

reality, abandoned myself to nothing. So, yes indeed, it is

possible to trust God too much, but only if there is no God,

only if there is nothing beyond the self.

But if there is no God, then all along I had only been

trusting myself — so which was worse? Somehow they both

had a way of leading to similar dead ends. But if you can't

trust either of these, what's left? That was the real question:

if there is no self and no God, what then? I had just seen

"what then" and couldn't live with that either. There's noth-

ing blissful about sheer nothingness — even Sartre declared

it nauseous — so what it all boils down to is the fact that the

only thing we can trust in life is. . .well, money.

With a self or without a self, with a belief or without a

belief, to survive, man needs money or material goods; it's
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the ultimate compensation, perhaps, for having no self and

no God. We blame greed on the self, but it may not work
that way at all; materialism may not stem from the self but

from the nothingness that lies beyond the self. So when
there is not self and no God what else can we do with our

lives but make them economically feasible? And for myself,

I thought the sooner I got into this financial game the better

off I'd be — after all, life must go on despite our worst ex-

periences of it.

Back at camp, however, I was not so optimistic. I had

a messed-up life on my hands and coping with the here-and-

now made for some very bad days. I tried to keep busy so as

not to remember what had happened and, above all, I

stayed away from the beaches because there was no life

there anymore. What I had to deal with now was this frozen

self, the very idea of which could be personified as "icy

fingers" of an unknown terror and dread that had a way of

appearing when my mind was unoccupied. Though seem-

ingly held in abeyance and never approaching too close, I

knew they were lurking in the background of my mind and

were liable to appear at any time. Right here, I realized how
totally my life depended upon the toughness of the immov-
able stillness within, for I knew that the slightest feeling of

fear or panic and these icy fingers, which were like sudden

flashes of light in my head, would invade me entire being,

resulting in madness. But I had no control over this silence,

it wasn't even me, rather, it was all that remained of a self-

that-was. Thus, my fate now lay in the precarious balance

between the stillness within and an unknowable terror that

could suddenly apear in my mind.

To avoid any possible confrontation, I tried to keep

very busy, and with four children this was not hard to do.

More than once they had been my lifesavers, for despite all

the quarreling, dirty rooms, and loud music, they always

kept my feet on the ground and my nose to the grindstone.

Right now, just being around them was all that mattered.
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Consequently, an upcoming date to make a retreat

with the Hermit Monks on the Big Sur had to be cancelled;

the last thing I needed was solitude and silence. So I got on

the phone and told Brother there was no possible way my
car could make it up their steep hill. He laughed and said, "If

you could see some of the 'things' that make it up this hill,

you'd have to believe in miracles; besides, if you can't make
it up, leave the car down and we'll send Brother E to pick

you up." So that was that. How could I possibly tell him

about these "icy fingers" following me around? For sure he

would have told me to go to the hospital instead.

The day I drove down the coast, a big storm hit the Big

Sur. Twice I had to pull over and wait for a lull in order to

see beyond the windshield. After the second pull-over, I de-

cided to stop at the next phone and tell them I couldn't make
it; if it was this bad down the hill, imagine what it must be

like going up the hill I Unfortunately, the storm suddenly

abated, and by the time I arrived at the foot of the monks'

grade, it had become a clear and beautiful day.

I decided to wait for Brother E who came down every

day at noon to meet the mailman; I thought he could follow

me up and be of help should I have any trouble. After help-

ing him unload the pig slop — which the monks donate to

their neighboring farmer — Brother got in his car and told

me to follow, "In case," he said, "you have any trouble, at

least I can keep going!"

At first everything went okay but when we got to the

worst vertical upgrade, Brother suddenly set his brakes, got

out of the car, came back and told me to do the same, be-

cause he had to put a new blade on his tractor — which was

to the right of us, half over the cliff already.

Now I did not know if my handbrake would hold, in

fact I was not sure how long the footbrake would hold, so I

shouted at him to "Move it over because I'm going

through!" But how could he move over? To the immediate

left was a steep embankment, and to the right, a sheer drop;
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could personify it as ley lingers, which were like darting ten-

tacles oi light. Though it was unlocalized, it was easy to

stare at because it was all around me, there was no place else

to look.

At one point I thought it might be a raving, maniacal

selt wanting to get back in. At other times it seemed only to

be the fear or having a stroke, or fear of insanity; again, it

might only be the menopause. But I'm convinced it wouldn't

have done the least good to know; by this time absolutely

nothing could be done about it, for whatever its mission in

my life, it was going to be accomplished right here and now.
The longer I watched these fingers the closer they ap-

proached, sometimes almost touching, then suddenly re-

tracting; they seemed to be in constant movement (in my
mind). Initially, my reaction was only the appearance of

goose bumps with a shudder now and then, but later my
head grew hot, so hot, in fact, it felt like it was on fire and

visually, all I could see were stars. Then I felt my feet begin

to freeze with the freezing sensation spreading upward to

encompass all but my head. Finally I fell back against the

hill in a convulsive condition with my heart beating wildly.

I knew I was going to crack, crack wide open, but

never having done this before I had no idea what would

happen. I lay there waiting, endlessly waiting for the crack

to occur while, physically, this thing was tearing me to

pieces. Within, there was not a single movement, not a fear,

not a feeling of any kind. At times I tried to focus on this

great stillness, but it never gave me any sense of strength or

confidence; instead, it was as unconcerned as if a mere fly

were buzzing overhead. It seems that my body had been left

to bear the brunt of an assault which neither the mind nor

the emotions could take part in. Yet, had they been there,

the result might have been worse — I do not know. But so

bad was my physical condition, I never doubted for a mo-
ment that only a miracle could save me; yet, I never expected
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one, didn't even hope for one, nor could my mind have

formulated the simplest prayer. All I wanted to do was get it

over with — to die if necessary.

I was not aware of the moment when the dreadful

thing departed, for the next thing I was aware of was a pro-

found stillness wherein there was no physical sensation at

all. After a while, something must have turned my head. I

found myself looking, eye-level, at a small, yellow wild-

flower, no more than twelve inches away.

I cannot describe that moment of seeing; words could

never do it justice. Let us just say it smiled — like a smile of

welcome from the whole universe. In the intensity of the

smile, the light of the eye did not go out, nor was there a

physical body to turn away; finally, the great intensity

could be endured.

It took a while to realize my body was still lying on the

hill because, initially, I seemed not to have one. For all I

knew, I could have been a weed or a pebble on the hillside.

After a time, however, the body became obvious and I de-

cided to test it, to see if it was intended to move again. Once
more it moved without thought, only this time, the return

of physical sensation was accompanied by a mild shock.

When I got to my feet, it was gratifying to feel the body as

relaxed as if nothing had happened. Thus, I climbed the hill

the same as I had gone down the hill, but only physically,

for in reality, something had gone down the hill that never

returned.

Apart from the absence of the dreadful thing which I

never saw again, I came up the hill without any sense of true

existence. Though I searched everywhere in what should

have been my being, I now felt there was nothing substan-

tial there, nothing left that I had not experienced as either

dissolving, or suddenly disappearing and leaving nothing in

its place. As for "that" which remained, I had no idea what

it was, where it was, or even, if it was. Though something

obviously climbed the hill, it would be a long time before I
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discovered its true nature; tor the moment, all I knew was

that a great change had taken place.

In retrospect, I came to regard this event on the hillside

as an initiation into what I have called The Great Passage-

way, an unusual state of existence to be described in the next

chapter.

A few days after this event, I found myself complain-

ing to Father L that I couldn't keep hold on my existence

anymore. So he asked me, "Well, what about your empiri-

cal existence — your empirical self — is it sitting here talk-

ing to me or not?" I told him, "Visually it would appear to

be so, but if I close my eyes, I can't see it anymore." Then I

told him of how, during prayer or any time I was inactive,

my body would melt away, or seem to dissolve, so that if I

did not keep my eyes on it, I wouldn't know I had one.

With that, he threw up his arms and said, "Oh, God, that's

far out!" But while I went on complaining, he sat there mus-

ing to himself about what would happen to scholastic theol-

ogy if science proved there was no such thing as a perma-

nent substance in matter!

Finally I found myself trying to reassure him. I sug-

gested that man's notion of matter-versus-spirit might turn

out to be the reverse of what it has traditionally been

thought to be; namely, God might turn out to be pure mat-

ter (or permanent substance) and matter might turn out to

be pure spirit (or God); in other words, matter and spirit

may actually be identical. What this would mean is that the

scientist turns out to be the contemplative, or deep-sea fish,

swimming around looking for the Sea he is already in; while

the contemplative turns out to be the unwitting scientist

who has already come upon permanent substance without

realizing it.

But Father wasn't listening; he was off on one of his

theological head-trips and I knew where it would end. He
would eventually draw a blank and then just sit there and

stare out the window, over the hillside and out to the sea,
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into which every theory and insight has a way of eventually

dissolving and disappearing. So I left him to discover his

own dead ends, and went on my way to figure out how one's

body could be visibly apparent as long as the eyes were open,

but in no way apparent when the eyes were closed.

Perhaps I should add that the continual melting away
of the body was very different from the out-of-the-body ex-

periences I had heard of. Apparently these latter experiences

reveal a division between the higher and lower self, whereas

in my experience, there was no such division — obviously

there was no self left to be divided. Because of these experi-

ences, however, I eventually came to look upon the body —
as well as all visible form — as somewhat ethereal or illusive

in nature; and because form itself is composed of an un-

knowable, untouchable substance that remains permanent

throughout all change, it seemed to me it was this substance

that remained in the absence of self. At any rate, the whole

empirical argument for self-existence melted away once and

for all on the hillside, and to this day remains irretrievable.

Before venturing further, I must mention that there

was a certain irony in the above event taking place on the

monks' hillside. Some two years before, when the monks
first opened their retreat house to women, it was first neces-

sary to gain permission from the prior of the monastery —
to be screened, in other words. To do this, I made a special

trip down the coast for my first meeting with Father Prior

who, after graciously giving his permission, asked me,

"Well, what do you hope to gain by making a retreat with

us?" I told him I didn't know for sure, but for the last year I

had felt, interiorly, as if I were getting ready for a great ex-

plosion . . .suddenly he stiffened in his chair, "Oh, for God's

sake don't do it here!" he said, "We're just trying to get the

monks used to having women around and that would ruin

it, literally 'blow it' for everyone."

Now I had no idea what Father Prior thought I meant
by a "great explosion," but knowing he had been a doctor of
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chemistry betore becoming a monk, I thought he must have

had some bad experiences that might have colored any

other connotation of the term. For me, the great explosion

was supposed to have been a marvelous spiritual blossom-

ing — and preferably one with creative overtones. Never in

my wildest dreams did I suspect it was my 'self about to be

blasted into a million irretrievable pieces. Such an expecta-

tion was not on my Christian agenda, and to do it on the

monks' hillside? Certainly it would have been a disgrace to

the whole Church. But as I have said, one never knows the

time or place when destiny will catch up; that I should meet

mine on the monks' mountain was certainly an ironical

event, one I could not have foreseen, but one that was not

lost on me.
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Although the mechanisms of change that occurred

during the journey are unknown to me, I was immediately

able to recognize either the presence of something new or

the absence of something old; and the change that took

place on the hillside — which began the second half of this

journey — can best be understood in relation to the changes

that occurred at the beginning.

Initially, with the falling away of all sense of having an

interior life, there had been a turning outward to the seeing

of Oneness and the falling away of everything particular

and individual. The seeing itself was not located within, but

first seemed to be like 3D glasses imposed upon my ordinary

vision, and later, localized as a seeing "on top of the head."

Acclimating to this new outward way of life lasted almost a

year, before a second major change occurred on the monks'

hillside. The essence of this second change was a doing

away with everything on the outside, which meant a disap-

pearance of the great Oneness I had seen, as well as the 3D
glasses that could now no longer focus on a single object or

idea. Thus, the seeing, no longer localized, was like a faculty

suddenly struck blind. Altogether this adds up to living in a

state wherein there is nothing on the inside and nothing on

the outside; it's a state of total unknowing and a very diffi-

cult state to live in and cope with; however, I shall try to de-

scribe it.

54
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Initially, the experience of finding emptiness every-

where I looked had been merely bewildering because it was
relatively new. No doubt, the reason my mind could no

longer focus on particular objects or ideas was due to the

total emptiness I found there — an emptiness that no longer

gave way or dissolved into Oneness. But as the days and

weeks went by, without any let-up or compensation, this

state of affairs became increasingly difficult to live with, for

the continual seeing of sheer nothingness within and with-

out made for an unspeakable sterility, an unendurable mode
of existence.

After a time I felt as if my head (my mind, my brain)

had been placed in a vise so I could no longer move it at all.

I could not look backward to the past, or from side to side

in my desperate attempts to focus on something in the im-

mediate present. All I could do was look straight ahead; but

straight ahead there was nothing to see, for I felt I had been

blindfolded, so that before me was only a dark, empty void.

Because my mind could focus on nothing, nor hang on

to anything knowable, it soon felt as if my brain was on fire

or that some terrible pressure behind the eyes was forcing

me to go blind; and this relentless pressure in my head was

like a terrible taskmaster constantly commanding me to

"See! You MUST see! You CAN see! Look and see!" It

pounded away day after day, week after week, month after

month until I knew I would never be released from this hor-

rible condition, nor escape the terrible taskmaster unless I

did, eventually, "see." But see what? What was I supposed

to be looking for? And how could I ever see when I no

longer had eyes to see? Constantly before me there was only

emptiness and nothingness.

Because of its terrible restrictiveness, I called this state

of affairs, The Great Passageway. I had no idea where I was

or where I was going. If the first part of the journey was, in

fact, the movement from self to no-self, this second half was

the movement from no-self to nowhere, for I do not believe
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self enters the Passageway because it could not endure what

must here be endured.

Instinctively I knew this was a very dangerous condi-

tion, for I felt I was treading on the brink of insanity, or

some narrow precipice between life and death, and that sur-

vival was totally dependent upon no-self — that tough, im-

movable stillness of everything within. Somehow I knew
that the slightest movement within might suddenly throw

me off balance and I would slip away forever.

At times it was tempting to regard this great stillness as

God, but I think I was mistaken and later shall explain why.

Another temptation was to regard the terrible taskmaster as

possibly God, for despite its relentless, merciless, non-com-

pensatory commands to "see — and KEEP GOING," I in-

stinctively felt it knew where it was going and what it was

doing. There were moments when I thought of going in

search of some type of medication to relieve my burning

brain, but since I had never taken drugs in my life, I had no

idea of what they might do; furthermore, I knew that drugs

themselves know not what they do, nor could I believe any

doctor knew any more than his drugs. So I trusted the task-

master to bring me through, in order for the journey to take

its own course and end in its own time; otherwise, to abort

it for any reason might mean never completing the Passage

and never knowing what, if anything, lay on the other side.

Another reason I discounted the use of drugs was that I

felt the greatest need to stay constantly awake and alert at a

time when my personal energies were at the lowest possible

ebb. On one such occasion I merely watched — as an un-

moved observer watches a light grow distant and fade away
altogether — the choiceless ebbing away of the last ounce of

physical energy I owned. It was then I learned that the pass-

ing away, and becoming, of anything is not the way life

really works; for despite the coming and going of what we
call life and energy, something remains that never moves

nor participates in these passages. Something that is just
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there just watching, and "that" which remains, is true life,

while all the energies that come and go are not true life. But

what is that that remains and observes? And what is it

that endures this passage? What is this form that keeps melt-

ing away? And what is it that remains when there is no self?

Certainly it was not me — I had been the one to pass away.

Could it be God then? Well, if it was, I did not know for I

could not see a single thing.

This observing of my own coming and going taught

me an important lesson. It taught me the meaning of the

taskmaster's urgent insistence to "Keep going! Move straight

ahead! Don't stop for anything!" which I never understood

until this occasion. In watching the final ebbing away of life,

I felt absolutely no concern. Nothing in me responded to

this observation until it finally occurred to me that at some

point I might be going, and never again be coming. But such

a prospect can hardly be frightening to a dead man; I had

not sufficient energy to care. My life was now in the hands

of some mysterious fate and there was no choice but to let

the chips fall where they may. But even in such a choiceless

moment as death, I knew I had not yet seen, and that there

was no way I would be allowed to slip away forever until

the journey had been completed. Thus, I realized I would

somehow have to keep going, keep dragging my feet

around, for even if I couldn't see how this passage could

possibly be completed in the here-and-now, the prospect of

spending a sightless eternity was equally unappealing.

But how to keep going was one of the most difficult

and trying aspects of the Passageway; it was a time of learn-

ing how to survive without having the slightest sense of per-

sonal energy.

To begin with, I found it necessary to keep constantly

occupied with resources outside my own mind, for in this

Passageway I could not truly think, reflect, or formulate a

single idea or thought; yet I suddenly discovered I could

listen to the thoughts and ideas of others while maintaining
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a perfectly silent and unthinking mind, for my understand-

ing of practical affairs was unimpaired. As long as I listened,

my mind was silent and there was no pressure on it to "be

silent." From here, I next discovered I could also read books

that demanded no thinking and left my mind without pres-

sure. Though I couldn't handle philosophy, I found it help-

ful as well as interesting to read every book on mountain

climbing the library had to offer.

Finally, the day came when I discovered I could also

talk and converse with this same silent, unthinking mind,

but only as long as it came right "off the top" — that is,

spontaneously, without thinking or reflecting. At first, such

conversations were necessarily brief and limited to practical

affairs, but in time, the knack of talking off the top of the

head became a permanent function. Later I called it my
"non-reflective mind" and gradually recognized it as far su-

perior to the ordinary thinking mind, for it allows a great

clarity which I shall try to describe further on.

Right now, however, I was just beginning to discover

listening and reading as a way to ward off the pressure in

my brain. In a word I was slowly learning how to cope with

life in the Passageway so as to keep going and thus avoid the

danger of inactivity, passivity, and non-doing.

It was due to these dangers that I eventually came

upon a new type of activity, the activity of an unthinking,

unknowing mind in which there are no self-invested ener-

gies, no goal but survival, and not an ounce of satisfaction

anywhere. It was right here — unknown to me at the time

— that I was beginning to emerge into a whole new way of

life, which no intellect can fashion or even imagine possible

until it comes upon this life from the other side of knowing
— which is from the side of unknowing.

The worst part of the Passageway, by far, was its non-

compensatory aspect. (There was, as well, its four-month

duration. A few days or week, okay, but almost four full

months of being in a mental straitjacket verged, day after
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day, on the brink ot the intolerable.) Years before, I had

come upon a passage in a book describing a state-of-un-

knowing in which the author defined it as "complete psy-

chological dissociation without compensation" or some such

phrase as that. At the time, I could not imagine what he was
talking about, but felt sure it was something terrible, and

was glad I have never known any condition as dire as this

sounded. But here, during the Passage, I recalled the state-

ment because it seemed to epitomize my present situation

better than any words my mind could formulate. Though I

do not know its psychological usage — the author was a

psychologist — I took it for my own condition of being

completely cut off (dissociated) from the known, the self,

without any compensating factor to take the place of the

emptiness so encountered. It meant a state of no feelings, no

energies, no movements, no insights, no seeing, no relation-

ships with anything — nothing but absolute emptiness

everywhere you turn. The utter sterility of this state is all

but humanly unendurable, especially for any length of time,

and to bear the burden of complete unknowing is a weight

that moment by moment threatened to crush me, although

crush me without bringing death. I had already seen that

death was no release because sooner or later the Passageway

must be completed, and I would never be free of the burden-

of-unknowing until I could see.

This state cannot be compared to a Dark Night for it is

more (and far worse) than the purification of the mind and

will in its ignorance of the Unknown; rather, it is a radical

psychological state wherein the mind cannot even dwell on

the known, much less the Unknown. Although empirical

reality remained, it could not be focused on perceptually,

nor could individual objects be focused on visually. Instead,

the usual objects of the mind were seen in a global sense,

which made for some tense moments, particularly when
driving or when shopping in a market. Such a state might be

akin to the infant's outlook on the world wherein he visually
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sees what the adult sees, but lacks the adult's perception and

focusing ability because his mind is still in the non-relative

state of unknowing. But for a mature, relative, knowing

mind to return to this non-relative condition, while main-

taining itself within the range of normalcy, is a feat of gigan-

tic proportions. Yet, oddly enough, the saving grace — at

least grace that is knowable and obvious — is the condi-

tioned mind itself.

I had always been antipathetic toward the behavior-

ists' conditioned model of human thought and behavior, but

in the Passageway I understood its importance as the very

condition of sanity, and that the preconditioned habits of a

balanced, integrated, adult mind were absolutely essential

for making the passage. Hence, the years prior to taking the

journey — years of trying and testing the psychic balance —
were of the utmost importance; so much so that everything

now depended upon this stability of conditioned behavior.

With only two or three exceptions, I experienced nothing

that could be called a divine, strengthening grace. For the

most part, I walked under the weighty, enormous burden of

such total unknowing that just the ability to keep going was

beyond comprehension itself.

On the few occasions I came upon divine relief, there

was no mistaking its origin. These events occurred toward

the end of the Passageway — a fact I can only see in retro-

spect — and were always preceded by a piling up of all the

intolerable aspects of this state: its duration, its apparent

endlessness, the fatigue, the pressure behind the eyes, the

precarious state of sanity, the total lack of understanding; in

a word, the terrible burden of unknowing and unseeing. All

this and more suddenly became overwhelming, and under

its monstrous weight, something collapsed. Whatever re-

mains without a self, disintegrated, melted away like the

thinnest veil to the infinite. It was the obliteration of all but

the joyous, humorous smile of the divine, a smile that some-

how was completely subjective. The most poignant, imme-
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diate word of description was "melting' — a veritable melt-

ing, in which God was all that remained.

Despite this momentary reprieve, I would soon return

to the usual condition and therefore had to discount this as

the final seeing. The melting away of what remained was
evidently not the seeing that had been demanded. If any-

thing, it struck me as a merciful scolding from the taskmas-

ter, as if my own hardness had melted and it was saying, "I

told you, you could see! You are seeing all the time — and

you know this! You cannot possibly doubt it." Indeed, there

was no doubt. The nature of the passage does not permit of

intellectual doubt; but then, neither does it permit of certi-

tude. In truth, it permits of nothing.

Apart from these two reprieves, the mind was immersed

in a dire void wherein it had nowhere to look since it could

focus on nothing. Here I was reminded of Christ's saying he

had nowhere to lay his head; meaning (to me at least) there

was nothing in this world on which he could truly focus his

attention, nothing to which his mind could be either percep-

tually or conceptually attached.

Eventually it became clear that this Passageway was

beyond despair, and even beyond insanity; for "who" is left

to go insane or "what" remains to experience despair? If self

had been alive, it would have gone mad on the spot; and if

nothing else, I would have jumped at any chance to throw

in the towel and back out. But our psychological notions of

despair and anxiety are mere toys of self-defense compared

to the burden-of-unknowing, against which there isn't a

single defense; nor is there, for that matter, anything or any-

one left to defend. To have had a self would have been most

compensating, for self is man's compensation for a state of

unknowing — or so I was now convinced.

Nevertheless, the true mechanism of surviving the Pas-

sageway is not known to me. Self was dead, immovably

silent. The taskmaster (merely a pressure on my brain) kept

demanding that my mind be still and "See!" And my body
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was ingesting health foods in its feeble attempt to compen-

sate for the loss of self-energy. Probably the mechanism of

getting through is built into the Passageway itself, if for no

other reason than that it's the only way to go. There are no

options and no outs, no death and no insanity; it's there and

you're part of it, and that's what is — just a Passageway.

By the end of four months I had learned, to some ex-

tent, how to cope with this state of affairs. By "cope" I do

not mean an act of resignation, but merely an acclimation to

the inevitable. For all I knew, I might have to live this way
the rest of my life, so I did my best to work up some com-

mensurate routine in order to keep going. Most important,

perhaps, is the fact that I eventually became acclimated to

the emptiness when I discovered that time alone took care of

it, for after a while it was hardly noticed anymore.

It seems that when the emptiness of existence is no

longer important, "doing" becomes everything. Thus, dur-

ing the Passageway the emphasis shifted from simple exis-

tence — such as I had known it in the mountains — to do-

ing, which now became a way of life. Nevertheless, during

this time, while walking through the hills, I sometimes came

upon a certain sadness concerning the rock-bottom empti-

ness of man and nature. I felt bad about the fact that man
lives his whole life in the false expectation that some ulti-

mate reality lies hidden somewhere behind, beneath, or be-

yond what is. And I remembered my own life of searching

and looking and now saw what a complete waste it had been.

All the experiences of my life had been nothing more

than a head-trip, a great psychological hoax, a pointless cir-

cular affair whereby I was now back where I started — not

knowing any more about life or God than the day I was
born. To think of all the wasted energy: studying, speculat-

ing, practicing, looking, striving, suffering, experiencing,

and all of it? A perfect waste! In truth, everything man
knows is one hundred percent speculation and wishful

thinking, egged blindly on, no doubt, by a self persistently
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demanding its own survival. What a trick of the mind I

What total deception! And what man born has not been led

by the nose and fallen into this trap — a trap which is the

self? And yet, what lies beyond the self? If emptiness and

nothingness is the whole truth and nothing but the truth,

then man is entitled to his self and his deceptions; he must

have this compensation for an ultimate reality that turns out

to be sheer nothingness.

Again and again in these walks through the hills and

along the river, I wondered too if there was any last vestige

in me called "trust in God." Initially I had been willing to

give up this thing called self because I was somehow assured

that God lay beyond it. So I had trusted and I had loved

and, until the Great Passageway, had not been deceived.

But now that trust had finally been broken to pieces for I

could find it nowhere. In its place was a gentle disappoint-

ment and the final acceptance of what is — which means:

what you see is all you get.

It also means just the simple doing of whatever lies be-

fore you to do at each moment of the day, with no looking

around, searching underneath, or probing behind. Just the

doing of what is immediately under your nose to do, and

not a thing more.

So this was the end of the line. I had finally come upon

the great truth: that all was empty; that self had merely filled

in the emptiness; and that all man's words were empty

labels foraged by a mind that doesn't know a thing about its

world and cannot tolerate a state of unknowing. Well, I

could live with this. Although coming upon these great

truths had almost cost me my life, finally I was discovering

how to live with them; after all, this is what the journey was

all about: to find the truth and nothing less. I might con-

tinue to be sorry for all those still wasting their lives in the

unwitting search for emptiness, yet I felt no zeal to inform

them of the truth ahead of time; knowing the truth doesn't

necessarily make for a better life, a life that must go on
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whether there's any truth in it or not. Thus, with this "see-

ing" I felt sure I had come full circle and could finally put

this whole business aside and go out and make some money.
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It was late winter and the muddy waters of the river

were jammed with burnt debris from a mountain fire two

years before. Every day, my son and I would stand on the

banks to measure the height of the swelling waters, and then

he would use the swift moving logs as targets for his rocks,

for he had a strong pitch and a good eye. One day, how-

ever, he was late in coming, so I walked down and sat on

the river's edge, watching the dead wood in its speedy de-

scent to the sea. With neither reason nor provocation, a

smile emerged on my face, and in the split second of recogni-

tion I "saw" — finally I saw, and knew I had seen. I knew: the

smile itself, that which smiled, and that at which it smiled,

were One — as indistinguishably one as a trinity without

division. And what I saw was merely how this was so.

There was no insight, no vision, no movement of anything,

but a seeing that was as natural and spontaneous as a smile

on a face — not another thing more. In my journal I called

this "the grin-of-recognition."

Since what I had seen could not be retained, grasped,

or held onto by the mind, I continued to watch the river as

it cleaned out the mountain debris and washed down the

banks in its determined flow to meet with the sea. Later I

took a walk and saw that, although the Great Passageway

was now over, everything looked as usual. Nothing had

changed and it was good to see this was so. If there was any-

65
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thing marvelous or spectacular about this seeing, it was the

fact that everything was as usual and that nothing had

changed. It meant that I too was as usual, and had arrived

at the end of the passage, normal, whole, and sane. I was
grateful for this; it was almost too good to be true. And yet,

how could it be otherwise when "that" which remains at the

end of the passage is Itself normal, whole, and sane!

It may seem strange to have rejoiced more in the ending

of the passage than in what had been revealed there. It must

be understood, however, that I could not rejoice in what had

been revealed because I could not grasp it, hang on to it. It

was so utterly simple, so completely obvious, and so totally

subjective, it was impossible to understand why I had not

seen it before, and yet, there is no way I could come to this

seeing of my own accord. It had to be revealed.

What I learned was that the unknown object (of the

smile) was identical with the subject, and not only that, but

the smile itself was identical with these. And what is the

smile? It is that which remains when there is no self. The

srnile is neither the unknown subject or object, yet it is iden-

tical with it. It is that aspect of the Unknown which is mani-

fest. The implications of this seeing are tremendous and yet,

they cannot be grasped by the mind.

Thus, the full implication of this seeing was not imme-

diately apparent. Though the pressure behind the eyes never

returned and my mind knew an effortless silence, life went

on as usual; I was not aware of any real change. Then,

about a week or so later while on my way to catch an early

morning bus, the usual emptiness was replaced by some-

thing else, something that was not localized as a presence,

but something more pervasive and intense than even the

Oneness I had seen with the 3D glasses. Immediately I took

this for an absolute sham, a trap, a trick of the mind; be-

sides, it came too late, I was now beyond all such entice-

ments that had landed me nothing but trouble in the past.

So I ignored it, refused to give it space or look at it; and if
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Id had a self, I probably would have felt toward it a feeling

of disdain. I walked on, looking straight ahead, and went to

work.

But "it" also went to work, and so surrounded me I

could hardly divert my eyes from it. This went on for several

days until I knew that the greater my attempts to ignore it,

the greater it increased the pressure to "Look!" So eventually

I did look, and the moment I did so, it vanished and was
gone, but in the same instant I knew why.

You cannot look at what Is, for it cannot become an

object to the mind, nor for that matter, can it be a subject.

What Is is "that" which can never be a subject or an object.

Thus, the moment you look with your relative (subject-ob-

ject-oriented) mind, what Is is gone because you have tried

to make it an object, and it won't work. The relative mind

cannot apprehend this reality; only a non-relative mind sees

because what Is is equally non-reflective or non-self-con-

scious. Since what Is is all that Is, it has nothing to see out-

side itself nor within itself and thus, has no such thing as a

relative, reflective, self-conscious mind. Nor is it a mind at

all, nor consciousness, for no man knows what it is, only

that it Is. Therefore, once we have been rid of a reflective,

relative, self-conscious mind, then and only then can we
come upon what Is: that which sees and is seen and the act

of seeing itself are ONE.
It seems the pressure to 'look" was a pressure on the

relative mind that was seemingly put out of commission

during the Passageway, when it was unable to focus on or

retain a single object in mind. Thus, when finally and sud-

denly confronted with something to look at, there was a

mental reluctance to do so. It were as if I had been asked to

regress or look backward, and I was extremely wary of do-

ing so; after all, I didn't want to go on any more journeys if I

didn't have to. Nevertheless, my eventual looking served a

great purpose and brought about the change which the ini-

tial seeing by the river could not do.
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Once I realized that what Is cannot be seen by a rela-

tive mind or become an object to itself, I had the marvelous

and unique key to seeing it all the time — which was by not

looking at all. It was as if the moment of its vanishing was

also the final and complete close-down of the relative mind,

which then heralded a new way of seeing, knowing, and

acting, because now I had the key! Now I could understand,

and because of this, now I could rejoice. It seems that as

long as the mind is viable, it needs to enter into some form

of understanding, otherwise the greatest revelation, while it

would not go unnoticed, could not enter into the fullness of

its human manifestation. After all the months of dire un-

knowing, just to know something — however incomplete

— was a revelation in itself.

Part of what I understood is how what Is never comes

and goes; instead, what comes and goes is the relative type

of mind that is intimately entwined with the self, revolving

around the self, and of its own accord can never get out of

itself. But once the self has disappeared, this reflective, self-

conscious mind goes with it, and what remains is what Is.

You can no longer look out and see relationships, nor do

you see emptiness anymore. All you see is what Is, which

can at times be extremely intense, even though it is not

something ecstatic, ineffable, or transcendent. On the con-

trary, it is obvious, natural, and somewhat ordinary for it's

what we see everywhere we look. And yet, how difficult it

is to see how this is so! However, though it is everything,

there is one thing it is not: the self thai blocks the view that

otherwise allows us to see that which remains when self is

gone — namely, what Is.

This then, is what I discovered at the end of the Pas-

sageway, and once I began to see, another new way of life

opened up. There were more months of acclimating, during

which I came upon many discoveries, the nature of which

is difficult to communicate even though I must try.

The key discovery is what I call "doing," which is a
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non-reflective, effortless activity that must be distinguished

trom a deliberate, self-aware type of activity that needs con-

stant effort and maintenance. For this reason, doing is noth-

ing we can bring about by our own efforts and energies be-

cause doing is what follows automatically when all personal

efforts and energies have ceased. The term "effortless" here

refers to the fact that no self-energies are involved even

though, physically, we may still work up a sweat.

Learning to distinguish doing from past methods of ac-

tivity is much like the conditioning process every child is

taught by its parents. In this case, self-invested activity re-

sults in emptiness because there is nothing there; whereas,

with activity in which there is no self-investment or self-

awareness, something is there; this activity is not empty and

is what I call, doing. The reason for using this term is be-

cause the doer, as well as that which the doer acts upon,

falls into the realm of the unknown; only the act of doing

falls into the realm of the known. We do not know "that"

which smiled or at "what" it smiled; all we know is the smile

itself — even though all three are identical. This means that

what Is can only be known because it is identical with its

acts (or doing).

Initially, the process of learning the difference between

doing and self-activity may be compared to balancing on a

walking beam, where doing means having your foot squarely

on target so there is something underfoot. Non-doing or

self-invested activity means finding no foothold, so that un-

derfoot there is nothing. At first, making your way along

this beam is by trial and error, but eventually, walking the

beam becomes second nature; or rather you discover in

time, walking this beam is your real nature and the way you

must walk for the rest of your life. In this way then, when
there is something there (underfoot, so to speak) you know
you are on beam and are living and doing as you are sup-

posed to be doing; but when there is nothing there, with only

a void underfoot, then you are not on beam and there is no
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real doing. Thus, doing is a manifestation of something, or

what Is, and non-doing (self-invested activity) is the mani-

festation of absolutely nothing. Where once on this journey

the emphasis had been on a selfless existence, this existence

was gradually seen to be empty and void and no longer of

any use. But when this selfless existence disappears com-

pletely, what remains is doing, which is like a beam, a

guide, and is the something that is what Is.

The content of doing, or what we do, is mapped out

by the unknowable direction of the beam, which is narrow

and straight and does not go in any willy-nilly direction.

When on beam, we are no longer free to come and go be-

cause only self enjoys such freedoms. A choiceless state

knows nothing of those usual referents of freedom. Here,

there is only freedom from the self which turns out to be no

freedom at all. Who is there to be free? Who is there to

choose and experience, to set the goals and chart the path?

The free one is now gone, and that which remains now
walks the beam like an unthinking tree must grow and func-

tion in a direction already set by its nature, a nature so intel-

ligent that it is forever completely unknowable to the

human mind. Thus, knowing what to do or where to put

your foot is fairly black and white: what is to be known is

simply there, and what is not known is not there. In other

words, what to do is built into the beam itself, so that doing

is identical with its content or what it does. Thus, knowing,

seeing, doing, are but a single act without a gap between.

What once created the division between doing and its

content was the self with all its choices, values, judgments,

ideas, and all the rest, which never gets on the beam and

can't find it because it is blocked by all its so-called free-

doms. Not knowing what to do, what to think, what to say,

how to live is, by contrast, a state of perpetual confusion.

But on this beam, what Is moves in one sure, irrevocable,

and unknowable direction, so that knowing and doing are

the same. Nevertheless, this way of knowing is most un-
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usual because it is not derived from a thinking, speculating,

reflecting mind; rather, whatever is before you is something

either known or unknown, and in this way many things are

now seen as obvious and clear which before could not have

been known or seen at all. How this works is unknown to

me, but that it works at all, is a source of amazement, and

all part of the clarity of mind now possible when on the

beam — which means being totally at one with what Is.

A second discovery, also occurring in the last months

of the journey, was coming upon the silent mind. Though I

was acquainted with many types of silence, and thought

many times to have come upon a silent mind, this final

silence was most unique and different than anything en-

countered before. Since I would like to try and describe it

later at length — because it is so difficult to convey — I will

only say for now, the silent mind seems to be a mind that no

longer has a self-reflecting type of consciousness, even

though all other functions of the mind remain as usual. The

reason self cannot come upon this silence by its own efforts

is because this silence is what remains when all self-reflec-

tion or self-awareness comes to an end. This is why I had no

knowledge of this type of silence prior to taking the journey,

and only recognized it for what it was, at the very end.

What I also discovered at the end, was how doing actually

takes the place of thinking, and thus leaves the ordinary

mind silent.

Since it is difficult to do justice to the many discoveries

made possible by this journey, I will only touch upon those

which were most surprising and, initially, a bit disconcerting.

One such discovery was the falling away of the aes-

thetic sense, or that particular sense of order, beauty, and

harmony we find in our surroundings and environment. As
a lover of classical music — who thought music might endure

beyond the spheres — I was surprised to find that silence, as

well as the simple sounds of nature, surpassed the greatest

works of the masters. Though I have no way to account for
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it, music became noise, and silence became harmony.

I also noticed that when it became impossible to focus

on the singularity or discreteness of objects, all sense of their

ordered arrangement disappeared. Instead, the contents of

the known, with its apparent laws and rules or order, were

now seen as a continuous whole, a spontaneous thrust of

life which, like a single sustained note, could easily disinte-

grate if this tension were released. Nothing then, is predict-

able. That which is manifest is not subject to any rule or law

outside itself — however ingenuous and obvious is its visible

design.

Of its own accord, this way of seeing resulted in a sim-

plified style of life. When there is no beauty, then no object

can be valued more than another and thus, every non-utili-

tarian possession becomes excess baggage. The barest cell

and the simple life in the woods now struck me as the only

authentic way of life, and if it hadn't been for the children, I

would have thrown everything to the wind and gone off.

Such an ascetic ending may seem harsh, but in reality, when
nothing in particular is beautiful, then everything is beauti-

ful, a beauty we need not possess because we are already

part of it, already possessed by it. Indeed, the great beauty

of what Is, is its Oneness. Here, Oneness overshadows the

particularity of form, making it possible to see beyond the

apparent to the thing in Itself.

Another discovery occurred when I realized the neces-

sity of taking on some semblance of self-consciousness. This

dawned on me when, after spending a day in public and

away from home, I saw I had forgotten to comb my hair in

the morning — and it looked like hell. Thereupon I began a

concerted program to try and remember myself — to re-

member anything in fact. By the end of the Passageway I

was certain my memory had been impaired for life. It was

not a failure in recall however, but seemed more like time-

lapses, as if whole chunks of time were missing from the or-

dinary flow of life. Though I tried to find some compensa-
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tory measures to insure myself- against these lapses, nothing

worked. In the long run, time took care of itself because the

practical memory gradually returned, and I was relieved of

the impossible effort to remember myself.

Apparently, with the falling away of self-conscious-

ness there is also a certain loss of body-awareness. This may
account for the continual melting away of physical form I

experienced during the latter half of the journey. In time, I

acclimated to getting around this way, without a certain

awareness of form. To some extent, this means taking better

care of the body than ever before because now, the body
tells me nothing. Though physical pain remains, I no longer

have the feeling of being tired, rested, satisfied, contented,

or any of the rest; somehow these familiar feelings must

have subtle connections with self-consciousness. And be-

cause of this, caring for the body becomes little different

than caring for a plant: when you know it needs water,

food, or sunshine, you give it what it needs. You cannot

"feel" for the plant, but if you are observant and know
something of its mechanism, there is no problem maintain-

ing a bodily form that is in a constant process of change and

subject to the limits of time. Though I regard the body as ab-

solutely real, I find all forms tnat compose the universe ex-

tremely fragile or tenuous at best, because they can so easily

dissolve into the one Existent, apart from which, no form

has any individual existence of its own.

Earlier I said that I often wondered if the indomitable

stillness within might not be God. Somehow I seemed to

hold to the notion that some day the silence of no-self

would give way and reveal itself as the great Unknown —
the Divine, whose inflow I had sorely missed in the absence

of self. But with the eventual loss of all awareness of any

stillness within, I discounted this notion because even the

silence (no-self) no longer seemed to exist. However, once

the journey was over, or when I realized that God does not

experience himself as anything comparable to the relative
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experiences of the self, I saw how it could, indeed, have

been God all along. It seems I had first to recognize this

same stillness and emptiness as pervading everything, not

just myself, before I saw its connecting link between all that

Is. Thus, only when I saw how it could never be localized

anywhere in particular, I finally saw how this great silence

was everything and everywhere and is, truly, what Is.

In many ways this journey is comparable to a tree that

has suddenly been felled, but is not yet dead; the sap (the

self) still runs in its veins and only gradually, slowly, comes

to a complete halt. At first, the tree merely experiences the

ebbing and dwindling of its own life-giving energies, and is

continually astonished to realize that while it is being emp-

tied, it somehow continues to remain. In this way, it dis-

covers what it once thought necessary for life — the sap —
is actually not necessary at all, because even when the sap is

totally gone, it does not die. But the process of dying to its

ordinary way of life lends an uneasiness to the journey, for

the tree never knows when, or if, it is dead, because it never

experiences the in-flow of new life as the old life flows out.

For me, this was the most bewildering aspect of the journey.

I had fully expected that as the self disappeared and was

emptied, some form of divine life would appear and fill in

the emptiness. When this didn't happen, I knew I was lost.

In retrospect I now realize the full meaning of John of

the Cross' continual statements to his students: that God
can never truly be experienced by the faculties of man.

Therefore, what we experience of God is frankly ourselves

— because it's our only medium of doing so. The mind, the

emotions or feelings, in a word, all our experiences in the in-

terior life are merely our own reactions to "that" which we
cannot otherwise know, see, or experience. How often then,

have we mistaken ourselves for God? Or possibly, mistaken

God for ourselves? There's only one way to find out, and

that is to have no self at all. Since the self cannot experience

God as he truly Is, then the only way to do so is to be pre-
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pared to relinquish every last thing we know of as self.

This explains why there is no experience of any divine

inflow or Godlike substitute for a self-that-was, for such is

not the experience of God himself, who is not self-conscious

and does not experience any divine inflow. Perhaps this is

why we sometimes refer to God as the great emptiness and

nothingness, but God is not that, not at all. What we call

emptiness and nothingness is merely a relative notion or ex-

perience, like moving from the positive to the negative be-

fore both eventually fall away and all the remains is what Is.

Nevertheless, if there is any aspect of this journey I

would stress or emphasize, it is the evident necessity of

finally coming to terms with the nothingness and emptiness

of existence which, for me, seemed to be the equivalent of

living out my life without God — or any such substitute.

Only when this came about, only when the acclimation to a

life without an ultimate reality was complete; when there

was no hope, no trust remaining; only when I have finally

to accept what is, did I suddenly realize that what is, is truth

itself and all that Is. I had to discover it was only when
every single, subtle, experience and idea — conscious and

unconscious — has come to an end, a complete end, that it

is possible for the Truth to reveal itself.

Although it was impossible to pinpoint the time or mo-
ment when the journey was over, I tend to gauge the ending

when I could no longer find any relative difference between

having a self and having no-self; or, the time at which all

awareness of the stillness within became lost to me. Origin-

ally the awareness of no-self was merely the awareness of

the absence of self with all its habitual reactions, feelings,

movements, thoughts and experiences. For this reason, the

awareness of no-self is purely relative to what was — the

self. But as the distance between the two increases with the

acclimating, accommodating process of settling down to a

new way of life, the old life-with-self grows dim and fades

out altogether; and with it, the relative contrast also disap-
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pears. This means there is no more awareness of the silent,

still, immovable no-self that was so necessary for making

the journey — especially in the Great Passageway. Thus,

with the fading away of no-self I knew the journey was

over; it was now but a past event, and like all the past

events, it grows colorless and lifeless as it recedes from

memory and loses its relevance for the here-and-now.
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i

The moment was unheralded, unrecognized, and un-

known; it was the moment "I" entered a great silence and

never returned. Beyond the threshold of the known, the

door upon self was closed, but the door upon the Un-

known was opened in a fixed gaze that could not look

away. Impossible to see the self, to remember the self, or

to be self-conscious, the mind was restricted to the pres-

ent moment. The more it tried to reflect back on itself,

the more overpowering the silence.

II

By steadily gazing outward upon the Unknown, the

silence abated and the emptiness of self became a joy. But

the search for the still-point — God within — revealed

not one emptiness, but two, for when there is no self,

there is no Other; without a personal self there is no per-

sonal God — without a subject, there is no object. The

still-point had vanished, and with its disappearance it

took every sense of life the self possessed — a self which

could no longer be felt to exist. What remained was not

known. There was no life, no will, no energy, no feelings,

no experiences, no within, no spiritual or psychic life.

Yet, life was somewhere because all was as usual.

77



78 Part I The Journey

III

Though it could not be localized or found within any ob-

ject of sight or mind, somewhere out-of-doors, life was

flowing peacefully, assuredly. On a bluff above the sea, it

revealed itself: life is not in anything; rather, all things are

in life. The many are immersed in the One, even that

which remains when there is no self, this too, is absorbed

in the One. No longer a distance between self and the

other, all is now known in the immediacy of this identity.

Particulars dissolve into the One; individual objects give

way to reveal that which is the same throughout all variety

and multiplicity. To see this new dimension of life is the

gift of amazing glasses through which God may be seen

everywhere. Truly, God is all that exists — all, of course,

but the self.

IV

But what sees this Oneness and knows that it sees? The

eye that looks is not within, it is not of mind or body, it

is not of the self. Unknown and outside — at first like

glasses, then later, above the head — the eye was known
to exist, but it could neither be seen nor looked at. It did

not dissolve into Oneness — the seer and seen were not

identical. But a greater mystery still: what remained in the

absence of self? What is this that walks, thinks, and

talks? What is this that is aware of the eye upon One-

ness? Among them — no-self, the eye, the Oneness — no

identity could be found.
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At one time, the Oneness grew to an overpowering inten-

sity, as it drawing itself together from all parts, drawing

inward and obliterating all that existed, including the eye

that saw it and that which remained. At the threshold of

extinction, the eye flickered and grew dim; instantly, that

which remained, turned away. To bear the vision, to

enter in, the light of the eye must not go out. Somehow it

must become stronger, but what kind of strength is this

and how could it be acquired? There was something still

to be done, but what? No-self is helpless; it has no

strength; it is not the light of the eye nor the eye itself.

VI

Nine months passed before the eye upon Oneness became

the eye upon nothingness. Without warning or reason, all

particulars dissolved into emptiness. At one point, the

mind came upon the hideous void of life, the insidious

nothingness of death and decay strangling life from every

object of sight. Only self can escape such a vision because

only self knows fear, and only fear can generate the wea-

pons of defense. Without a self, the only escape is no

escape; the void must be faced — come what may. On
the hillside, the epitome of all that is dreadful and insane

was confronted — but who, or what beheld this terror?

And who or what could endure it? In the absence of self,

all that remained was an immovable stillness, an unbreak-

able, unfeeling silence. Would it move — crack open? Or
would it hold? This could not be known, surmised, or

even hoped for. What would be, would be.
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VII

The stillness held fast because nothingness and emptiness

cannot know fear or dread. Yet the wildflower yielded,

gave way, expanded infinitely, to reveal a great intensity

that could now be seen without the eye growing dim or

the light going out. The body dissolves and melts into the

stillness of what remains. Afterwards, the eye no longer

sees anything at all. Instead, it presses downward on the

mind like a terrible taskmaster demanding that it "See!"

The mind can no longer focus on anything in particular

or in general; it can see nothing within or without. It is in

a state of complete unknowing, a dire state and a Pas-

sageway wherein, for months, the mind is fixed in a rigid

now-moment out of which it cannot move, and in which

there is nothing to see.

VIII

In this Passageway, true life, unlocalized and nowhere, re-

veals itself as that which remains and knows no death. It

is this life that continues despite unseeing and unknowing,

an eternal life that, strangely, has no God as the object of

vision. But how can ordinary life go on without the ener-

gies of self, and when true life has no such energies? How
is it possible to stay in the flesh and in the ordinary mind

when no life seems to lie therein? The only answer is time

— time to grow accustomed, to acclimate, to learn all

over again how to live with this new life. To do so, the

self is nowhere to help, the mind does not know how,

and the body keeps melting away.
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IX

When the adjustment is made — but barely — the jour-

ney appears to be over. At first, the nothingness of exis-

tence becomes endurable; later, it is an ordinary sight;

and finally, it is so taken for granted it is never noticed or

seen again. When nothing moves in to take its place,

nothingness becomes all that is; and this had, finally, to

be accepted as the most obvious of ultimate truths. Here it

could be clearly seen that all the searching, speculating,

and experiencing of a lifetime had been a gigantic waste —
a head-trip of such proportions that only the infant men-

tality can bare such a truth: the end is like the beginning,

and everything in between is pure deception. The state of

unknowing is permanent; since the mind can hold on to

no content, there is nothing more that can be learned.

There will be no more journeys; this is the last, the end

— an end which is absolute nothingness.

As the river flows, a smile emerges, and out of nothing-

ness arises the greatest of great realities, more real than

anything that can be seen or known — yet, explicable only

in such terms. The smile itself, "that" which smiled, and

that at which it smiled were identical. This was the great

reality. The relative mind cannot hold, grasp, convey,

see, or even believe, that which has revealed itself. This

identity can never be communicated because it is the one

existent that is Pure Subjectivity, and can never be objec-

tified. This is the Eye seeing itself, and wherever it looks

it sees nothing but itself.
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XI

Later, after its four-month absence, the Oneness reap-

peared, but no longer through a medium (the particular);

it was "there" — everywhere. But its return was too late;

something had now been seen and known, compared to

which, all else was but a deception. Still, the mind

wanted to look at it, it had to look, and when it did, the

Oneness vanished and instantly the mind understood

why. It understood what it meant, how it worked, and

what still remained to be done. After a long passage, the

mind had finally come to rest and rejoice in its own un-

derstanding. Now it was ready, prepared, to take its

rightful place in the immediacy and practicality of the

now-moment. No more searching, looking, retaining; no

need to know that which it understands it can never

know. And in this state of unknowing, the mind is con-

tent to dwell forever. The Eye — which is not of the

mind — alone sees and knows itself as all that exists; it is

Oneness, and it is itself all that remains when there is no

self.

XII

Yet another period of acclimating, of adjusting to the

non-relative life beyond the Passageway. Then, just as the

self had once faded into silence, so too, the silence and

stillness of no-self faded beyond recognition. The journey

— its experiences, insights, and learning devices — had

only been the means of transition from the old to the new
life, from a relative to a non-relative way of knowing and

seeing. It was over now; the gap between subject and ob-

ject had been irrevocably closed. Beyond the relational

there is only the Eye seeing itself, which is not static;

rather, it sees itself as so continuously new, that the now-

moment is never the same. Since the movement into the

new is of its essence, the journey moves on, endlessly on-

ward into the Unknown.



How It Works

That which remains when there is no self is what Is.

There is no multiplicity of existences; only what Is has ex-

istence, an existence that can expand itself into an infinite

variety of forms that constitute the movement and mani-

fested aspect of itself.

Though what Is, is the act, movement, and changing of

all forms — and is form itself — it is, at the same time,

the unchanging, unknowable aspect of all form. Thus,

that which Is, continually observes the coming and going

— the changing and movement — of its own form or

acts, without participating in any essential change itself.

Since the nature or essence of Itself is act, there can be no

separation between its knowing, acting, existing, or be-

tween any aspect of itself, because that which acts, that

which it acts upon, and the act itself are one without di-

vision. It never goes outside itself to know itself because

the unmanifested, the manifesting, and the manifested are

One.

The form of what Is is sustained as if there were a tension

between its existence and its act that cannot be separated,

because the very intensity or tension of this act is the

nature and essence of Itself.
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Since what Is is an undivided whole, no single manifesta-

tion or form can know the totality of itself. This com-

pleteness can only be known when the manifested falls

back into the unmanifested, or when the tension is released

between act and being — as a sunburst that retracts its

ray back into itself.

All that man knows of God, or what Is, is either theoreti-

cal — and therefore speculative — or is no more than one

man's attempt to describe his experience of "that" which is

all that Is.



The Silent Mind

I wish I understood the mechanism of self-conscious-

ness, or how it is possible for the mind to bend back on it-

self, for if I did, I could more easily convey a better under-

standing of no-self and its most noticeable effect — the

silent mind. But whatever this mechanism is, the state of no-

self is the breaking up of a self-conscious system whereby

the mind can no longer see itself as an object; and at the

same time it loses the ability to find any other object to take

its place, because when there is no self there is also no other.

I might add that the mind has never had the ability to

see itself as subject — this would be as impossible as the eye

seeing itself; yet I think this very impossibility may be the

clue to the type of consciousness that remains when con-

sciousness without a knowable subject or object becomes

the whole of it. This type of consciousness is not available

to our ordinary way of knowing, and because it cannot be

experienced or understood by the relative mind, it falls

squarely into the realm of the unknown and the unknowable.

I used to believe that in order to know of the self's exis-

tence, it was not necessary for the mind to reflect back on it-

self — to make itself an object or to be self-conscious, that

is; instead, I believed that the basic awareness of thoughts

and feelings went right on, and was present whether I re-

flected on them or not. Now, however, I see this is not the

way it works. I see this is an error, but an error it is only
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possible to realize once self-consciousness had come to an

end. It seems that on an unconscious level this reflexive me-

chanism goes on so continuously, it makes no difference if

we are aware of this mechanism on a conscious level or not.

In turn, this means that when the mechanism is cut off, we
not only lose awareness of the self — or the agent of con-

sciousness on a conscious level — but we lose awareness of

the self on an unconscious level as well. Stated more simply:

when we can no longer verify or check back (reflect) on the

subject of awareness, we lose consciousness of there being

any subject of awareness at all. To one who remains self-

conscious, of course, this seems impossible. To such a one,

the subject of consciousness is so evident and logical, it

needs no proof. But to the unself-conscious mind, no proof

is possible.

The first question to be asked is whether or not self-

consciousness is necessary for thinking, or if thinking goes

right on without a thinker. My answer is that thinking can

only arise in a self-conscious mind, which is obviously why
the infant mentality cannot survive in an adult world. But

once the mind is patterned and conditioned or brought to its

full potential as a functioning mechanism, thinking goes

right on without any need for a self-conscious mechanism.

At the same time, however, it will be a different kind of

thinking. Where before, thought had been a product of a re-

flecting introspective, objectifying mechanism — ever

colored with personal feelings and biases — now thought

arises spontaneously off the top of the head, and what is

more, it arises in the now-moment which is concerned with

the immediate present, making it invariably practical. This

is undoubtedly a restrictive state of mind, but it is a blessed

restrictiveness since the continual movement inward and

outward, backward and forward in time, and in the service

of feelings, personal projections, and all the rest, is an ex-

hausting state that consumes an untold amount of energy

that is otherwise left free.
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What this means is that thinking goes right on even

when there is no selr, no thinker, and no self-consciousness;

thus, there is no such thing as a totally silent mind — unless,

ol course, the mind or brain (which I view as synonymous)

is physically dead. Certainly something remains when the

mind dies, but this "something" has nothing to do with our

notions or experiences of a mind, or of thought, or of ordi-

nary awareness.

What I call a "silent mind," therefore, is a purely rela-

tive experience belonging to a self-conscious state wherein

silence is relative to its absence, its opposite, or to some
degree of mental quietude. But in a fully established non-rel-

ative state — which is non-experiential by ordinary stan-

dards — there are no longer the variations, degrees, or fluc-

tuations that could be known as a silent mind. This does not

mean we cannot pass beyond the mind to "that" which re-

mains when self-consciousness falls away, but it does mean
that whatever lies beyond the mind has no such tool for its

description.

One way to look at this journey is to see it as a process

of acclimation to an unself-conscious mind, or as a transi-

tion from a relative to a non-relative way of knowing. But

however we care to regard it, the fact remains that the ini-

tial, most noteworthy effect of the falling away of the reflex-

ive mechanism is a silent mind. This means that the silent

aspect of the mind is actually the absence of self, or as I pre-

fer to call it — the silence of no-self.

Ordinarily it never occurs to the mind how completely

subjective it is, or how automatically and unconsciously

every thought, word, and deed is filtered through a self-con-

scious mechanism. Thus, when the door upon the self is

closed, we seem at first to be in an unusual state; but be-

cause everything appears as usual, we are at a loss to say

what has changed. We know something is missing but can-

not put our finger on it. When this happens, or when the

subject can no longer see itself, it feels lost to itself and be-
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gins groping around for some object of mind to fill the old

need. Yet of itself and by its own efforts, the objectless mind

is powerless to do this because no other object will come in

to view or arise to take its place.

It would seem then, there is a step beyond no-self

which is the objectless seeing of what Is; and each of these

steps, namely, the coming upon no-self, and the eventual

seeing of what Is, has a type of silence peculiar to itself. It is

these two types of silence — especially the former — I

would like to focus on because they are like no other types

of silence I had come upon, or could hold on to, prior to

taking this journey.

To start with, it may be helpful to draw a comparison

between man's basic mental structure and that of a dry

sponge; a sponge which is light and airy can easily be car-

ried along by the breezes that come its way. If, however, we
take the sponge and saturate it in the waters of selfhood, it

becomes heavy, ponderous, and bloated, and because it

cannot respond to the breezes, it goes virtually nowhere. If,

somehow, such a sponge can stay away from these waters

and no longer allow itself to be used, it will eventually, by

sitting alone and aloof for a long time, dry out and return to

its original structure. But there's another way this can hap-

pen. This is for an outside agent to pick up the sponge and

squeeze it dry — quickly and all at once — then put it aside

to be used for other purposes than the absorbing of water.

The sponge that has been quickly dried has, at first, a

unique sense of emptiness and freedom. It takes a while to

adjust to a new way of life wherein it eventually discovers

that the basic structure of the mind and its faculties remain

intact and perfectly functional, but functional in a new way,

a way no longer weighed down by the absorption of water.

Although it knows there has been some radical change that

seems to be a transformation into something other than

what it was, in time it sees it has only returned to what it

was originally; and thus, everything seems to be the same as
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before, with the only difference being the absence of the

waters ot self.

It we could Fully realize how every cell of the mind is

saturated with the waters of self continually oozing outward

(projecting) and seeping inward (absorbing), we might have

some idea of what it would be like if all such movements
came to an end. Once the mind can no longer reflect on it-

self, all energy or movement of the self is gone; the feelings

and emotions are in silence; the memory has been so denuded

that the past is lifeless with no continuum at all. From here

on, each small event becomes the totality of the moment,

and when this moment is over, it too has no continuum. In-

trospection becomes impossible; and projection is also out

of the question since we can no longer endow any object

with the usual values, meanings, and purposes; nor can we
touch upon objects when there is no water forthcoming to

go outward.

Our ordinary frames of reference have disappeared,

leaving an empty mind, and since the mind can hang onto

nothing, it must remain in the darkness of its own un-under-

standing. Initially, it is not only the thinking powers of the

mind that are silent, but it is every cell of the sponge that

has been wrung out and must wait in emptiness for the

breezes that will carry it along. Here we have encountered a

mysterious, unique type of silence; and since it is not of the

self, it is as nothing ever experienced before — it is the per-

manent silence of no-self.

Some people think that silencing the mind or the con-

tinual flow of thought is what it takes to be rid of the self.

Perhaps Descartes would think so. If he can say, "I think,

therefore I am" then it would also make sense to say, "If I

don't think, therefore I am not." In reality, however, non-

thinking produces mere nothingness. A silent mind is not a

blank mind, rather it is a mind in which the reflex arc — or

whatever it is that allows the self to become an object — has

been broken in two, so that thinking goes right on, but now
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by-passes the synaptic self that continually colors incoming

data before sending it out again. When this break occurs, it

naturally eliminates a great deal of thought and thinking,

but only that which was constricting and irrelevant in the

first place. As said before, the thoughts that now come to

mind do not arise from within, but originate "off the top,"

so to speak, and then, only when dealing with the obvious

data at hand at any given time.

Initially it could be said that "doing" replaces thought,

because when we listen, talk, read, or work, we are (at first)

accompanied by a mysterious silence, which is nothing

more than the relative absence of a functioning self-con-

scious mechanism. In this way the mind is always clear, but

not clear of thought per se, only clear of thought that had

been clouded and infected by the waters of self.

Once I had come upon the silence of no-self, I recog-

nized it as a coming together of various types of silences I

had experienced earlier in life. As a way of clarifying this

state and making it more recognizable, I would like to re-

count several of these experiences because at some time or

other, everyone has undoubtedly touched upon no-self.

Fleeting moments of this state occurred off and on be-

ginning at the age of six or thereabouts. Lying in the bow of

my father's boat, my body in tune with the roll of the sea

and my mind absorbed in the rhythmic splash of the water, I

felt I had gently and quietly dissolved, and all that remained

was a small, weightless cork, floating aimlessly and content-

edly in a vast, endless sea. The hustle and bustle of life had

come to an end, and despite the continuation of sound and

motion there was a mysterious silence and stillness in the at-

mosphere which could not be accounted for; perhaps it was

just the peace and quiet joy of the elements themselves. I

could have remained this way forever . . . when suddenly an

arm was thrust out of the porthole with a hotdog in hand. It

was a rude awakening, a gesture I could not, for a moment,

understand; it appeared out of place and harsh by compari-
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son. But of one thing 1 was certain: all that appeared to be,

including myself, was not all there was, because there was

something around that was better — and I determined then

to find it.

In searching tor this experience, I discovered that while

I could not make it happen, I could nevertheless put myself

in situations conducive to its recurrence and thus, alone and

out of doors, lying on the grass under a tree in the hills, or

floating on the sea, I became acquainted with this experi-

ence which I now recognize as fleeting moments of no-self

— moments that would one day be the whole of time. In re-

trospect, I also understand why, at that time, those fore-

tastes could not have become a permanent state. The

ground must first be prepared so there will be no rude awak-

enings or contrasts between what appears and what Is; and

we come to this gradually by continually readjusting our

lives in order to see deeper into what exists. Indeed, it takes

a lot of living before no-self can become a permanent state.

About this same age, I came upon another type of

silence, a silence I always referred to as my "blank mind."

This was discovered while listening to the Lone Ranger on

the radio — or when I finally decided the best thing about

this program was its music. Whenever it was turned up

(from the Ranger's end of it) I would put my ear to the

speaker to let the music empty my mind, free me from my
surroundings, and drown me in its tones. Later I discovered

that when I tried to concentrate on a school lesson or a diffi-

cult math problem, my mind would again gravitate to this

same blank state. Finally I discovered I could "go blank"

anytime I wanted to. In this way, I learned how to tune out

the world and become free at will.

I found this mental silence strangely attractive, intrigu-

ing, and mysterious. It seemed to exert a forcible pull down-

ward, down into an abyss of darkness and silence that had

varying degrees and levels. I used to wonder how far down
it went, or if there was an end to it, and what would happen
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if I went all the way. On one occasion I discovered what

would happen, and in so doing, met up with a frightening

possibility.

I was eleven at the time, and finding myself in a boring

classroom, decided to put my head down on the desk and

go blank. But as soon as I did this, I knew I had sunk in fur-

ther than ever before because the emptiness was so complete

I seemed to lose all memory of myself. At first I tried to vis-

ualize what I was wearing that day and when this failed, I

tried to remember getting up in the morning and the faces of

my parents at the breakfast table, but when this couldn't be

done I tried to remember my own face, and when this proved

impossible, I put my hand on my head to be sure it was still

there. In doing so, I noticed my arm felt like a dead weight

and realized that my physical energy had been drained by

this silence which now appeared heavy and oppressive.

Suddenly I was afraid I would never be able to move out of

this silence again — never be able to remember myself —
and with one thrust of sheer panic I leaped out of the seat

and began taking deep breaths to get back a sense of myself.

After this I vowed never to go blank again, yet some-

times the forceful pull inwards, to drop into this unknow-

able silence, was so strong I had to get up, run, or do some-

thing to divert its influence. There was nothing spiritual

about this blank mind; I never connected it with a thing ex-

cept to blame it for all my stupidity, because I was con-

vinced it prevented me from developing a profound think-

ing mind. As soon as the questions became too profound, I

would not only go blank but forget the questions as well. I

had a poor memory and seemingly no imagination since it

was impossible to retain visual pictures without mental

strain.

Nevertheless, in time I lost my fear of a blank mind

and in the end, came to regard it as a blessing in disguise

that served me well throughout life. This is a type of silent

mind in which self can be lost from view, and on this jour-
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ney. it was this silence of no-selt that became a permanent

state. It goes without saying that I could not have lived in

this state at an earlier age, the developmental process alone

would not have allowed it. As said before, there was yet a

lot of living to be done.

At the age of fifteen I discovered yet another type of

silence, a silence that was not of the mind and not that of the

little cork which was at one with its environment, but a

silence at the inner core of my being which I called the "still-

point." Before taking this journey, I looked upon the self as

the totality of my existence — body and soul, mind and

feelings — it was everything but the central axis about

which it moved or revolved. Compared to everything out-

side this center, the still-point appeared to be still, unmov-

able, permanent, silent, and utterly peaceful. It was the

source of joy and great energy, and once I realized it was

God, I went after it and decided to embark upon a contem-

plative vocation.

This type of silence can spread outward (or possibly

draw inward) to engulf the faculties of mind and emotions

to such an extent that, at times, all that remains of the self

appears to be the still-point Itself. But here too, the experi-

ences were impermanent, and after two years the still-point

vanished, leaving a black, bottomless hole at the center of

my being.

I was fortunate, however, in having the only help I

was to find in my life in the person of a Carmelite priest I

had known for several years. His joy over this darkness

seemed proportionate to my misery, for he had this theory

that the lower you go, the higher you rise — "like a ball," he

said. Thus, with his encouragement I sat still, gritted my
teeth, and took all the pain I could, hoping against all con-

ceivable odds he was right about this whole thing. I might

add that the pressure behind the eyes, spoken of during the

Passageway, was also at work here; evidently it is the herald

of a new type of seeing.
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After the Dark Night, the type of silence I met was like

the great calm after a storm.

But increasingly it occurred to me that it was all too

natural — as if it were part and parcel of my own being and

not at all from God. Eventually this gave rise to the idea

that I was nothing more than a Quietist since there was
nothing in this silence, only silence itself. These fears grew

disturbing, until I finally met someone who assured me this

silence was a grace for which I should be grateful, and if I

gave no space to these fears, they would disappear — which

eventually proved to be true.

This silence, however, is not a silence of the mind, but

a coming upon the permanent accessibility to the still-point

that can always be seen, and into which the self can descend

or dissolve through varying levels and degrees of silence.

This was ever a joy and on-going refuge from the troubled

waters that often surged overhead, for the still-point is a

place of peace and imperturbability, lying deep below the

surface of life's events and surroundings. Though I would

often wonder where my silence left off and God's began, I

eventually found enough troubles in life to just be glad we
were "there" — and let the devil take the rest.

This is not the place to describe these various levels of

interior silence, but in passing I would say that the pattern

of all transient experiences is to act as a foretaste of a perma-

nent state that lies a step ahead. Thus, when we first come
upon a silent mind — or any other type of silence — it is a

new and unusual event, but one to which we imperceptibly

adjust while the next step is being revealed. In this way,

what appears transient in the beginning will gradually, in

the end, become a permanent state. This explains why no

two experiences are alike, and why they never repeat them-

selves. It also explains how life is a continual movement,

and why the contemplative is one who is aware of this

movement.

The present journey, or second contemplative move-
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ment as I have called it, was a coming together of every

type, level, and degree oi silence that had ever been experi-

enced; at the same time, it was the end of all such experi-

ences. In retrospect, it is possible to understand the nature

of these silences as the stilling of the self, a step-by-step

movement or entry into the irreversible and permanent state

of no-self. It seems that from the day we are born, or from

the day the self begins to develop, we are getting ready for a

life without a self. It is as if the mechanisms of self-preserva-

tion and self-extinction are living in balance, and guiding us

to our true destiny. And if the former predominates in the

first half of life, it is the latter that comes to fore in the second

half, wherein no-self becomes the true, preserving force.

What this means is that all our experiences of silence

are nothing more, yet nothing less, than the silence of no-

self — a mysterious foretaste of what is yet to be. It means

the waters of self are gradually being wrung from the struc-

ture of being; that the mechanism of self-consciousness is

coming to an end in a way we may never understand. And
above all, it means that without a self we are free to come
upon that which lies beyond any notion or experience of

silence. No-self is not God; rather, it is the gap between self

and God, and the gateway to what is not only beyond the

self, but beyond no-self as well.

So here, the first movement is the transition from self

to no-self, while the second movement is the transition from

no-self to nowhere — meaning nowhere in particular, yet

everywhere in general. It is a transition from a relative

silence to the non-relative silence of what Is, and if I call the

latter a silence it is because no words can be used for de-

scription. It can be known, however, known as it knows It-

self; what Is, knows not words nor does it communicate as

such.

C>nce the journey was ended, I discovered the increas-

ing ability to sustain more fully the great intensity, without

the light going out — that is, without going unconscious,
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blacking out, or dropping into a consciousless darkness in

which there is nothing at all. Thus, there came the necessary

strength to bear the vision with full consciousness. In doing

so, the awareness of everything else falls away — the body,

surroundings, the silence, everything — and compared to

this intensity, the loss of self is as nothing, for man, indeed

the whole universe, has far more to lose than itself.

The step beyond no-self is like the dissolution of that

which remains when It draws back into Itself as if overcome

by its own intensity. Even though what Is, is all that Is, its

acts (or doing), which is identical with itself, is not its en-

tirety; what we ordinarily know of it is only that which falls

into the realm of the known. But there seems to exist a full-

ness of act that does not fall into the known, and to be over-

come by this fullness means that at any moment all we
know to exist may easily, instantly, and painlessly be dis-

solved into what Is. I do not understand this mechanism,

but I do know that this dissolution, this enduring of intensity,

is the ending and the last of all silences.
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Questions and Comments

After several friends read this account, I realized the

necessity of clarifying certain aspects of the journey's

events. For one person at least, the complaint referred to

gaps in the transition between one phase of the journey and

another.

To give an example of this, I was asked what explana-

tion I could give for the seeing of Oneness suddenly turning

into the seeing of emptiness. At the time, of course, I had no

explanation — which was half the problem — and even

now I can only conjecture that it was part and parcel of the

transition from a relative to a non-relative type of percep-

tion, wherein I had been given so much time to see how
every object faded into the same identical Oneness before it

became necessary to see Oneness directly and immediately,

without going through the medium of objects or individual

form. It seems that as long as we can still see Oneness, we
continue to live and perceive on a relative plane, which

means we are still able to see no Oneness, or its opposite —
such as the horrible void I saw on the beach. In other

words, as long as God is an object to be observed — even a

formless "something" — we are still on a relative plane and,

therefore, just as likely to come upon no God or no such ob-

ject. Why? Because God cannot be seen with the relative

mind or with a subject-object type of consciousness.

What this means is that prior to the Great Passageway,

99
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and with the help of the 3D glasses, I was still able to switch

back and forth from a relative to a non-relative type of per-

ception, or to see Oneness as well as individuality. Once be-

yond the Passageway, however, there was no seeing of

either Oneness or individuality, but only the seeing of what

Is, which is beyond the relative plane, and therefore beyond

even the One and the many. Thus, on a strictly non-relative

plane, what Is is the Eye seeing itself, and wherever it looks

it sees only itself.

Another point to clarify is that the seeing of emptiness

is not the seeing of world-as-illusion. For me, emptiness and

illusion have no relationship; in fact, I am not sure what an

illusion is because I doubt I have ever seen one. My own no-

tion of an illusion is that it is merely an error in perception,

which I now see — in retrospect — goes on as long as self is

coloring the world as something it is not. Compared to a

non-relative reality, all our thoughts about the real are illu-

sions of a sort, but until we "see," we have no way of know-

ing this, and therefore have no way of recognizing an illu-

sion. Once beyond the self, however, we see our illusions in

retrospect and realize they were only what we thought

about reality; thoughts which had nothing to do with the

real world of objects and forms as they are in themselves. I

see the world and its contents as utterly real, even though

the contents have no individual existence of their own, but

are part of One reality, One existent. At the same time, I re-

cognize that all form is fragile, subject to change, and may
easily and quickly dissolve into the Oneness from which it

came; but none of this is an illusion. Nevertheless, I think I

may know where the notion of world-as-illusion is coming

from, or where it originates on a purely experiential basis.

By the end of the journey, there is no longer the per-

ceptual ability to focus on the particular, or individual, be-
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cause the state ol consciousness is such that what Is becomes

the only reality seen everywhere. It's almost like looking at

the world through a veil so that objects are no longer clearly

defined. This is a reversal of the type of perception given by
the 3D glasses whereby form gave way to Oneness; because

here, at the end of the journey, Oneness is seen first, before

it gives way to form. Consequently the veil grows thicker

every day and the distinctness of form grows proportionately

dim and faded.

The day 1 can no longer see anything through the veil,

or see anything else but Oneness — when there is no form

left to see — I too will be gone, dissolved, as all form will,

into what Is. In the meantime, I cannot regard the continual

coming and going of my children as the interruptions of

mere illusion — though I admit it would be helpful, at

times, if this could be done.

Another point that arose in the course of the reading

was the impression that I was often in a daze of unreality, a

dream-like state perhaps, or a state of bewilderment and

confusion. Such, however, was not the case; nor did anyone

suspect anything unusual going on. And had I told them,

they would not have understood. A religious friend said he

was amazed when he read the account because he had no

idea, despite our frequent discussions, that anything of this

nature or intensity was in process. There were no personal-

ity changes, no illnesses and, apart from a number of mem-
ory failures, there were no atypical behaviors. In a word, no

one judged me to be anything but my usual self. To account

for this, I can only say that the preparation must have been

right: by temperament, an extreme realist; by profession, a

mother; by the grace of God, a contemplative; put together,

these somehow got me through. Then too, from earliest

childhood I was familiar with the ways of God, and never
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doubted these events were of His doing. Even at the end of

the Passageway, when confronted with the rock-bottom,

absolute nothingness of existence, I was convinced that this

truth, this nothingness, had led me to this end because, for

me, truth and God were synonymous. I trusted this truth,

however it cared to reveal itself at any given moment.

But if, on a practical level, there was no mental confu-

sion, on the impractical or intellectual level, I was indeed

surprised and bewildered by events I did not understand.

Yet, when the mind lives solely in the now-moment —
which is akin to a state of unknowing — it becomes incap-

able of disorder and confusion, for the now-moment deals

only with the real, the actual, and the practical. In contrast,

it is the continuous, unsettled movements of the mind in a

state of knowing that are solely capable of giving rise to in-

decision, confusion, unreality, and so on.

When it comes to maintaining psychic balance on a

journey of this nature, time is yet another important factor.

I cannot believe it is possible to acclimate in a single day to

the falling away of the self, since the change of conscious-

ness that ensures this entails a revamping of every aspect of

our life — the mind, the feelings, the perceptions, down to

physical sensations. Apart from certain memory (or time)

lapses, I was not impressed with any sense of timelessness,

unless of course, this means living without clock and calen-

dar, which I did in the mountains; this proved interesting,

but nothing more. If anything, I was impressed that this

change took time and that time itself seems to be the essence

of life's movement. I cannot say the ultimate reality is time-

less; I can only say it has its own time. This factor then, may
have been responsible for the ability to take the journey in

stride, since the now-moment moves forward impercepti-

bly, but dynamically nonetheless.
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In some ways, the fact that 1 myself always appeared

so completely ordinary may have worked to my disadvan-

tage when, on occasion, I went in search of help and found

that no one could take me seriously. I wasn't a monk or a

nun; I didn't practice a thing; I had no charisma and exuded

no light. I was a woman basically geared to a teenage

milieu. In a word — I inspired no one. According to one Zen
monk, the reason I had to have a self was because I was not

omniscient and omnipresent. Since this is the Christian no-

tion of God, I thought he was joking and laughed heartily,

only to discover he was in earnest, because this is indeed the

Buddhist notion of someone who no longer has a self! Evi-

dently I was in the wrong camp — but how did he know? I

think he was only telling me I was just too unspectacular,

too ordinary, and too common to have come upon no-self.

This reply was in keeping with another comment made
by a friend who said that for her, at least, the ending of the

journey was a letdown, because after all the sound and fury,

the final seeing was so ordinary and unspectacular, it was

difficult to appreciate by comparison. I could understand

this comment; after all, how many can honestly appreciate

the triumph of being common? Who can understand what it

means to learn that the ultimate reality is not a passing mo-
ment of bliss, not a fleeting vision or transfiguration, not

some ineffable, extraordinary experience or phenomenon

but instead, is as close as our eyes, as simple as a smile, and

as clear as the identity of "that" which remains when there is

no self? The expectation of the grand finale being one of

love and bliss is a failure to realize that such responses are

the responses of self to an object — the experiences of a self

— while what Is does not respond to itself as an object or in

similar fashion. On the contrary, it can be said that the Eye

sees itself as "usual," just as it "ordinarily" does all the time,

and is a "common" sight wherever it looks. If we had been
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looking at ourselves all our lives, at what point would we go

into ecstasy upon seeing ourselves? It may only be deceiving

to think the ultimate reality is love and bliss since such ex-

periences may have nothing to do with God at all. As said

before, I am convinced we continually see this Reality all

our lives but do not recognize it because it is so usual, com-

mon, and ordinary that we go off in search of more tantaliz-

ing experiences — experiences more gratifying to the self.

Thus, when we can look in the mirror and not experience

the great disappointment, but can say instead, "everything

is as usual and nothing has changed" then, perhaps, we shall

know the intense triumph of being common.

O

Another comment concerned the notion of "doing,"

which a friend thought could easily be construed as a need

to keep busy, occupied, or even, become a workaholic.

Though I hope this impression was not conveyed, I see the

need for clarification if it is thought to mean the changing

from a contemplative to a more altruistic or active way of

life. But these are already compatible, if not identical, ways
of living. For a better understanding, it might be helpful to

contrast the notion of "doing" to John of the Cross' notion

of the "perfect act," which is an act undertaken by anyone

who has attained the state of union with God. In this case,

such an act is a perfect act of love no matter what the act is

in itself. It could be a prayer, a household chore, or a shar-

ing and concern for others. It is a doing for the sake of love,

and prompted by energies created by a union that must find

expression in an outward flow. At the close of the first, or

earlier, contemplative journey, I came upon this type of

energy and act, but it is not the same act or doing I speak of

here.

In the present movement there are no such energies;

there is nothing within to go out, and nothing without to
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reach tor. There is no longer even a union of love, because

when there is no self, there is nothing left to be united. Here

it is discovered that God is a whole, whose acts cannot be

divided or separated from his existence. Thus from here on,

to act is to do so unconsciously, because it is your very

nature to act and you cannot do otherwise. What is more,

there is no self to get into the act because self was the energy

tormerly experienced — it was the doer. But without a self

(doer), act is identical with existence.

The notion of doing is difficult to convey because we
usually think of it in terms of a doer, of doing "something,"

or of "what" we do, but all this is the content of doing, and

is a divisive factor we are not ordinarily aware of until there

is no self, and no content remaining. So, when there is no

longer any separation between act and being, then there is

doing.

Purely on the surface, I have noticed a great similarity

between the first and second contemplative movements.

Some twenty-five years ago I wrote about the first journey,

and in looking over my notes I noticed that the final chapter

was entitled "Doing, not Being" (obviously, still a division

between doing and being), in which there was an over-

whelming need to vent the energies created by a newly dis-

covered oneness with God. But before coming upon the

notion of doing — at the end of the first journey — I had

undergone a severe trial and a certain loss of self (dissimilar

from the present journey) that seemed, for a time, to culmi-

nate in a deadend when, suddenly, something burst in upon

me and I "see." At the end of the first journey, I saw how
God was the Eternal Movement which I must follow if I

were not to thwart the burning force encountered by a love

I could not contain. It was a love that wanted to move out-

ward either to share with others, find creative expression or,
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if nothing else, become a test of endurance — which was the

path I was destined to take.

Yet despite these similarities, the end was not the same

because the journey was not the same. In the early years,

there had been a struggle between nature and grace that

eventually disappeared into a powerful sense of wholeness

that had to move outward — as a unit, not as a fragmented,

scattered force — because now, the energies of self were in

tune with the Eternal Movement. While the second journey

also ended with a sense of wholeness, it was a wholeness of

"that" which remains when there is no self and no God for

the self. Here, no energies are forthcoming to go out; in-

stead there only remains the intensity of act, the act of sheer

living, the living of a nature so intelligent as to be incompre-

hensible and inaccessible to the conscious mind.

I regard the second movement as a continuation and

completion of the first, and look upon the intervening years

as the test of endurance, or necessary proving-ground, be-

fore the onset of the second journey. There is a tendency, I

believe, to confuse these two movements if they are re-

garded as basically identical, or when the only difference

seen is one of interpretation — particularly the interpreta-

tion of the end. It is thought that union with God either by

"participation" or "identification" is merely a difference of

theological concern, whereas each of these notions is actually

the culmination of two separate movements. I think the

reason for this misunderstanding is due to the inadequacy of

the accounts recorded; or because these accounts were not

sufficiently personal or detailed to fill the gap between theory

and practice. The second movement is not well known or un-

derstood, and the reason is not difficult to surmise.

To journey beyond the self means leaving behind our

relative notions, expectations, and theories concerning what

lies beyond the known. It means going beyond our usual

frames of reference and encountering areas of theological

sensitivity which, alone, would necessitate such accounts
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remaining unrecorded. I have always been of the opinion

that John oi the Cross, with the Spanish Inquisition breath-

ing down his neck, tailed to give us the full story. We know
that his writings were left incomplete.

In keeping with this, I was asked why, with the falling

away of my Christian contemplative frame of reference, I

did not seek help from other religious or philosophical tradi-

tions? The answer is that I did, indeed, search for other life-

preservers, but I was never destined to make the right con-

tact. I was not familiar with the Eastern disciplines and

found the terminology alone, quite foreign. I couldn't get

hold of the importance of reincarnation, karma, illusion,

and had no understanding of the self they call Atman. It

may sound easy to change directions in midstream, but I

don't see how it is possible when you've gone this far. When
you hit the rapids is not the time to step out and study the

structure or Soundness of various life-preservers that may or

may not tame the stream for you. Furthermore, it seems the

very nature of the crossing is an unhinging of every idea or

belief we cling to regarding the structure of the world, the

self, and God; an unhinging for which there are no substi-

tutes, no life-preservers and no changing in midstream.

If I had any life-preserver at all it was nature itself, for

in my most dire moments of total void, the fantastic design

of my peacock friend was set up as the toughest contradiction

to an unknowing mind. Every morning as we ate our cereal

— often from the same bowl — I knew: although every intel-

lectual and theological expectation had been smashed against

the rocks of a reality they could not penetrate, the plumage

of this friend by my side stood in opposition to all notions of

void or chance. But the simple and obvious evidence of an in-

genious artist at work could not penetrate my mind because I

could not "see" and knew I couldn't. Thus, faced with this in-



108 Part II A Closer Look

tense contradiction, I sometimes put down the bowl for him

to finish and turned away. In other words, I saw, but could

not see.

Early in the journey, while reading a book by Thomas
Merton, a Christian contemplative monk, I came across the

Buddhist's notion of no-self and followed up this important

discovery by reading several books in this philosophical

frame of reference. Reading books, however, will never lend

verification for an experience outside their own frame of ref-

erence. Therefore, to seek more understanding and clarifica-

tion, I spent a week at a Zen Monastery where I told them,

in all honesty, I had come to find out how I might ascertain

— according to their own tradition — if I had any self left or

not. I also asked them to please explain to me what remained

when the self was gone. My questions must have seemed

naive to them for the silence I met with seemed to indicate

these questions were a monastic taboo. There was no dis-

cussion, no explanation, no answers, and consequently, no

help.

Once again I was forced back upon my own resources,

which were growing scantier every day. In all fairness, how-
ever, I admit to meeting a similar silence when, shortly be-

fore this journey began, I sent a note to my Hermit friends

telling them I would give a dollar to any monk who could

tell me where self left off and God began. Needless to say, I

didn't lose a penny on this inquiry because there wasn't a

single taker. Without a doubt, when her time comes, every

woman must go it alone.

Perhaps the only philosophy or theology that can help

us cross the stream is one that admits: when you have learned

it all and lived it thoroughly, then you had better get ready

to have it all collapse when you discover the highest wisdom
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is that you know nothing. It is said that St. Thomas Aquinas,

after writing his masterhil tomes on Christian theology, sud-

denly had an experience of God that so silenced his mind

that ever after, he never wrote a single word. In other

words, St. Thomas literally fell outside his own frame of

reference when he came upon "that" which no mind can

comprehend nor pen describe. But now we are all stuck

with these tomes, tomes that cannot enable us to see what

he saw, and to which we cannot cling if we are to do so. It

seems that ultimately we must go beyond all frames of refer-

ence when the Cloud of Unknowing descends, and all the

thrashing around looking for a life-preserver won't do a bit

of good.

Nevertheless, I now see a possible line of travel that

may be of use before crossing the stream. It would be to

start with the Christian experience of self's union with God,

whereby we lose the fear of ever becoming lost — since we
can only get lost in God. This is done with the help of

Christ, the ever-present guru or master who, unlike other

mediums, is always around when you need Him, in the still-

ness within or in the silence of the Eucharist without.

But when the self disappears forever into this Great

Silence, we come upon the Buddhist discovery of no-self,

and learn how to live without anything we could possibly

call a self, and without a frame of reference, as we come

upon the essential oneness of all that is.

Then, finally, we come upon the peak of Hindu dis-

covery, namely: "that" which remains when there is no self

is identical with "that" which Is, the one Existent that is all

that Is.

I am not a scholar of religion East or West, and though

I know each religion feels it can ford the stream alone, I

would think it far superior to ford it together, because it is a

difficult stream to cross no matter how well the life-pre-

servers are constructed. Theoretically, such an eclectic ap-
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proach may be impossible, but after taking this journey, I

am convinced that on an experiential level this is the way it

goes — this is the way the stream flows.

Finally, I would briefly comment on a statement made
by an individual who was incensed at my calling this a "con-

templative" journey, because from her point of view it was
nothing more than a psychotic head-trip. Since I am not a

psychologist, and apart from the fact that I could find noth-

ing comparable to this journey in the psychiatric literature

available to me, I have no rebuttal to offer from this partic-

ular perspective. Meeting up with an unknown horror,

memory lapses, loss of self, and other events are not, for

that matter, outside the classic contemplative literature.

What I could not find in either literature, however, was a

completely sane, religious, comprehensible, step-by-step ac-

count of a total, irreversible change of consciousness —
which results when self-consciousness falls away. Neverthe-

less, the view of this journey as a psychotic event is not truly

disburbing because, for some, this view may be all they

know.

But what remains inconceivable is that: having been a

contemplative all my life, I should have suddenly fallen out-

side God's plan for me or outside his control. That the con-

templative often walks the fine line, dangles over pits, and

touches upon unusual dimensions of psyche and soul, is all

part of this great adventure, part of coming upon the truth

of what God is. Those who go strictly by the books are only

living vicariously. Those who call a halt, at dogma and sen-

timent, or when the going becomes psychologically uncer-

tain or frightening, are probably not true contemplatives to

begin with. But whatever my ignorance of psychology, as a

contemplative I have done my homework and am familiar

with the literature in this, my field of interest. And it is for
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this reason I regard the permanent loss of self-consciousness

as a step in the contemplative life that has had little cover-

age; and later, I shall give my reason for saying this.

Earlier, 1 gauged the end of the journey to be a time

when the relative difference between life with or without a

self was no longer apparent. I would carry this further to in-

clude all relative aspects of the journey such as seeing, do-

ing, the silent mind, and so on. These were insightful learn-

ing devices within the acclimating process, which outwore

their usefulness once the newness of discovery had been suf-

ficiently incorporated into an ordinary way of life. Though
no longer of practical use, I wrote about these insights be-

cause they belong to this transition period which was — and

I underscore — a relative experience; merely a journey from

the old to the new life.

While it was in progress, I never thought of this as a

journey or a transition per se; instead, the basic conviction

was that of having to acclimate to a profound, irreversible

change in the ordinary state of consciousness, as well as to a

new way of seeing and knowing. Yet, it was a change that,

in the end, became most ordinary in itself.

This period in the contemplative life is not easy to ar-

ticulate and, possibly, this is one reason it has been lost to

the records, which is no help for those who come upon this

step and wonder why no one has said anything about it. We
will always have with us those who speak to us from the

"other side," but what we really need to know is what they

went through personally, to get there.

Since everyone knows how to get as far as the stream

(the subject of most contemplative literature), and since

heaven (the other side) can take care of itself, what we need

to know is something about the crossing itself. We need to

articulate, describe, understand, and explore the passage as

best we can because, even if it will not help the man in mid-

stream, at least he will know such a transition exists, and

will not expect to wake up some morning to find himself on
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the opposite shore, fully adjusted to a new life — as if by

some miracle. The only person I know who showed us this

crossing by his personal example — and not by his words —
was the man who ended his life on the cross. Christ never

went out in a state of bliss because this isn't the way it hap-

pens; this isn't the road to the resurrection — to the new life.

That it would take such a complete death to the self, even

the greatest of selves is, as I see it, Christ's realistic message

to all who would cross the stream.

When returning the manuscript, a friend asked me,

"Now really, would you honestly recommend this journey

to others?" I had to laugh; the use of the word "recommend"

made the account sound like a sales pitch for a travel agency,

wherein I was recommending everyone buy a ticket for

what — to my friend, at least — was a most uncomfortable

journey. As it stands, of course, the choice to make this pas-

sage or not to make it, is not ours. When it is time for depar-

ture — a time no man knows — this ship of life moves into

new waters, and without a self, we have no say and no con-

trol. Then too, starting from different directions, we will

each pass through a different terrain and set of events. We
will each be going beyond a different self, so that the rela-

tive differences we notice along the way will not be the

same; no two journeys can possibly be alike.

On the other hand, the word "recommend" is not terri-

bly invalid, especially if we ask ourselves if Christ would

recommend that we too be crucified. Or, whether we too

are called to go to such lengths of selflessness in order to

"see." Our answer will naturally depend upon the light in

which we interpret Christ's death: did he give up his self so

the rest of us would not have to do so? Or, did he give up

his self to show us the lengths to which we must go in order

to see?
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Since it is not within my ability to explore the theologi-

cal aspects of some possible answers, in the next chapter I

will, nevertheless, give the answer I came upon at the end of

the Passageway. For now, I will only say: yes, I would rec-

ommend this journey; not mine, of course, but any man's

journey that would allow him to see "that" which lies be-

yond everything we can call a "self."
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Of those who read this account, one person regarded it

as a Buddhist-type experience, another called it "pure Ve-

dantic," while others saw it variously as an existential crisis,

a middle-age syndrome, and in one case, a complete enig-

ma. What struck me as curious, however, was that no one

suggested it was a Christian experience — which, from be-

ginning to end, was and still remains my only view of it.

I look upon it as that part of the Christian contempla-

tive movement that found its ultimate resolve in no-self and

the subjective "seeing" already discussed. Little has been

written about this movement beyond the self; so little in fact

that my search only recently came upon several pages in a

book by Thomas Merton (New Seeds of Contemplation,

pp. 282-285). For the most part, it seems contemplative

authors take for granted that the more advanced soul goes

no further when its interior life bursts into a flame of love,

and it remains that way for the rest of its life — as if this

were the end. Actually, it is only another beginning.

When I asked a religious friend why no one had seen

this account in a more Christian light, he told me the Chris-

tian influence was not obvious because there were no refer-

ences to scripture or to the teachings of the Church. I had,

by my own acknowledgement, fallen outside the traditional

frame of reference — or the beaten path of mystical theol-

ogy so well traveled by Christian contemplatives. In a

114
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word, what happened to that hallmark of Christian revela-

tion: where is Christ?

My immediate response to this question was a com-

plete silence. But my second response is this: if understood

correctly, the answer to this question is the key to the entire

journey. If I'd had any assured answer to this question from

the beginning, I don't see why I would have taken this jour-

ney in the first place. I was continually asking myself: what

remains when there is no self? who or what sees Oneness?

could God be the stillness within? could he be the terrible

Taskmaster? and why, in the absence of self, had nothing

moved in to take its place?

As an answer, Christ was not self-evident. God was
not self-evident. Nothing was self-evident. This was a jour-

ney to the unknown, which is why it was so incomprehensi-

ble and why I bother to write about it. Yes, indeed, I too

wanted to know: where is Christ?

Off and on during the journey, I wrote about Christ

because I felt I was beginning to see him in a totally new
light, beginning perhaps, to see as he had seen. Still, this no-

tion lent no certitude. I could make no claim of duplicating

his personal experiences when in fact, I didn't know them,

and all I could do was to surmise. Nevertheless, I felt this

certitude might be the clue to the entire journey and the final

solution as well and in this, I was ultimately not mistaken. It

was not until the end of the Passageway, however, that any

sort of identification could be made, and it is this identifica-

tion I would now like to discuss. Some background first,

and a clearing up of two points in particular.

The first point regards a frame of reference. As I see it

a reference is only as much as we know about any system of

thought — in this case, religious thought. That which re-

mains unknown or remains to be known, THAT to which

all religions point, falls outside the system itself — as hap-

pens when faith shifts to seeing. In some way, everyman's

experience of God falls outside a systematic way of knowing
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because the experience itself is beyond all that. I have often

thought of Christ as one who fell outside his Jewish frame of

reference when he saw the truth in it and went about setting

the record straight. He had fulfilled the scriptures (done it

all), realized its truth, and set out to open the eyes of others

— those still within this frame of reference. Basically then, a

reference is for those who do not see. With the onset of see-

ing, however, the frame of reference is seen in a totally new
light wherein the old light pales by comparison and, some-

times, is seen as no longer applicable.

It is this possibility that makes the contemplative's

path somewhat dangerous: he is continually beset by the

fear of "falling out," abandoning too much, or being so

honest with God, himself, and others, that he might possi-

bly get thrown out. It's much easier to stay with the known,

cling to our references, remain put and go nowhere. On the

other hand, there are those who, from the outset, reject any

and all frames of reference and these too, go nowhere.

There is a difference between those who reject a system and

those who eventually see the truth in it. But either way, a

man can get lost, because this is the risk for those who ac-

cept or reject alike — but then, what is life without its risks?

I might add that it would be wholly misleading for a

man who has crossed the stream to tell others that because

all paths come to an end at the water's edge, they must

therefore, reject any and every path they believe in. Cer-

tainly this is a premature and faulty insight. Since such a

man denounces the very path he took himself, he unwittingly

cuts himself off from those who come after — those he

might wish to help. It were as if such a man had been handed

a precious gift and told that if he used it wisely, he would

obtain his greatest desire, and having used the gift and at-

tained his objective, he buries it, instead of passing it along.

Such an individual has somehow failed to see that the path

that brought him to the stream is the same one that con-

tinues unseen and unrecognized over the waters. It is the
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same path or gift that had promised him a safe crossing in

the Hrst place. Everyone must make a beginning on some
path, one he believes will get him to the other shore when
his time comes; and this belief, this path or gift, is not nulli-

fied when the other side is reached, or when belief finally

yields to seeing.

The second point I wish to make refers to the absence

of scriptural quotations. I think it is obvious that this ac-

count was not apropos to the use of scripture. Like every-

one else, of course, I could have made use of quotations, but

then, to what purpose? This is not a mystical treatise; I am
not a theologian or a mystic, or an official representative of

the Church. What is more, if there is anything in this account

contrary to scripture, I would not know how to respond.

Earlier in life, the Bible had often been a source of con-

solation and insight; at times, it described my experiences

better than I could have done for myself. Nevertheless, the

events in the present movement were more of an apocalyp-

tic adventure for which I had no mind at all. Like Job, I had

only to endure and wait, because neither history nor specific

words had any meaning to me. But more important per-

haps, is the fact that the emphasis in my life was never really

on scripture; rather, it was on God's on-going communica-

tion and interior direction in the here and now. That this in-

terior life eventually fell away, was only for the purpose of

entering a larger stream of life, a stream that took its own
course, wherein the search for direction is no longer of any

avail. On this journey, God no longer speaks or communi-

cates as such; it seems his final word is: "Be still, and see that

I am God."

I return now to the question: "Where is Christ?" I think

it is important to give some background before proceeding

to give the answer I came upon at the end of the Passage-

way. The reason for this background is to show how this

question had a precedence in my life long before the journey

began. Though baptized before I breathed and once again
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after — just to be sure — and given the best Catholic educa-

tion in home and school, I was nevertheless destined to have

to struggle with Christ, a struggle of long duration wherein I

continually sought a resolution that ever eluded any form of

finality.

This struggle began with a playground incident when I

was eleven. At that time, the "recess" rage was dodge-ball,

but because I was on crutches I could not dodge. Yet I could

throw so well that the final shots were always handed to

me. Thus it turned out that every day the best two dodgers

were left in the ring, and every day I hit them out. One day

after a game, these two girls, who were sisters, came to me
and said:

"You think you're hot stuff because your father is rich.

Well, we've got news for you. Christ said it would be harder

for a rich man to get into heaven than for a camel to get

through the eye of a needle! He also said that the beggar

Lazarus went to heaven and the rich man went to hell

"Yeah," said her sister, "Christ loves the poor the most,

you read the Gospels and you'll see this is true ... he was
poor himself . . . and said it was the poor who would inherit

the kingdom of heaven

"He also said you can't serve two masters at once,"

added the first sister. "You can't be rich and love God too . . .

he came for the poor, not the rich

I don't remember what else they said, but initially I

wanted to assure them my dad owed money to Barker

Brothers Furniture Store and that we were not rich — but

they didn't give me a chance. The bell had rung, everybody

was lining up, and all I got in was the last word: "I'll tell you
one thing," I said. "I'd rather be rich and humble about it,

than poor and proud of it — like you guys — because the

proud aren't getting to heaven either!"

All that afternoon I occupied myself in class, thinking

up rebuttals with which to slay my friends after school. But

the more I thought about the issues they brought up, the
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angrier I became when I realized everything they had said

was absolutely true. Christ had, in fact, come to save the

poor, the oppressed, the sick, and the sinner, but since I was
none of these things — how had he come for me7 And what

about others like me — my parents to name two — who
were not poor, didn't suffer, and had never sinned? Why did

Christ die for us; what was his special message to us? When
I couldn't think of any answers, I decided to go to church

after school and ask Christ directly.

The church was adjacent to school. To the right of the

altar was a life-size crucifix from which Christ looked down
with sorrowful glass eyes on anyone standing beneath.

Under this gaze I asked my questions, but barely got

them out before a sense of some unknown tragedy swept

over me like a wave that washed away my questions as if

they didn't count, as if they were meaningless, childish. It

was not a sense of pity or sorrow, but a sense of tragedy so

profound as to be inexpressible and totally un-understand-

able. Suddenly it occurred to me that maybe nobody really

understood his death or even his message, and it was this,

not his physical suffering, that was the real tragedy: nobody

understood him! Though I wanted badly to understand

what evidently had not been mentioned in the books, noth-

ing came; the tragedy was impenetrable. I felt the door of

my understanding was closed.

Finally I decided I had been taken in by a pair of glass

eyes, and moved backward until I touched the pews behind.

But the eyes followed, intently watching as if through their

eyelids. To avoid this gaze, I went to the other side of the

church, but here too the eyes were still watching. I found

this exceedingly strange, even frightening, and thinking it

might only be my imagination, I decided to move to the rear

of the church, since I knew that if the eyes were still looking,

I could not possibly see them from such a distance. This

proved correct and I finally felt free to ask my questions.

After doing so, I let my mind go blank to be sure the an-
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swers would be his and not mine — but then, I had no an-

swers so there was no fear on this score.

An hour must have gone by while I paced back and

forth across the rear of the church. No answers came; only

stubborn silence, a veritable blank wall. I grew impatient.

Surely these were not tough questions for God; he had all

the answers, so why would he keep this one from me?
Finally, it occurred to me: the reason he didn't answer

was because there was no answer. He couldn't tell me why
he had come for me because he hadn't come for me at all!

Many are called, but few are chosen, and I was not among
the few. Once again I was overtaken by a wave of profound

tragedy — he had in fact answered me from the beginning,

only I had not understood. Now I realized this was not his

tragedy, but my own, all mine — I had not been chosen!

For a moment I was as stunned and horrified as if I'd

been thrown out of heaven. The sense of being utterly lost

was indescribable. I thought I was about to be snuffed out,

when there arose in me a powerful burst of anger and out-

rage I could hardly contain. Immediately I left the church,

making sure to slam the huge door behind me.

For the first three blocks all I could think of was how
to break this news to the family, since I knew I would never

go back to church again. I didn't belong; to go would be

pure hypocrisy, and if they forced me, I might turn into a

pharisee! My father's ire would be hard to bear, but going

back to church would be worse than anything I could think

of. In conscience, I couldn't do it.

When I got to the fourth block, the scenery changed.

The street was lined with trees; glancing up I saw clouds

overhead, and at the sight of my old friends I almost cried, I

was so happy to see them. Nature, always so faithful, beau-

tiful, and uplifting; always above the problems of life and

always "there" to help me! I stood awhile, looking up, to let

its mysterious detachment come over me, dissolve my prob-

lems, and restore a lost peace.
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For a moment, 1 was reminded of an experience I had a

year before, when the family had gone to the high Sierras

for a picnic. While the others went for a hike, I roamed the

Forest on my crutches and eventually managed to climb

atop a high boulder. For a fleeting moment, the surround-

ings gave way to an unknown immensity, to something that

had no description because it was invisible, formless, and

unlocalized; yet it seemed only to be passing. Whatever it

was, I knew it hadn't touched me; I felt nothing and had

been given no time to think. But once it passed, I felt a leap

of joy that took me by surprise and instantly I knew what I

had seen: it was God — finally I had seen him! I had no

doubts, not then, not ever; but the joy could not be con-

tained. It spread over the boulder, tumbled into the stream

below, overflowed its banks and climbed the trees to the

sky. It was an experience of a lifetime. Just its remembrance,

and everything else would fall away as if it were nothing,

absolutely nothing.

Though God had passed, the joy remained. I had only

to look inside to see its traces. Yet I tried not to look because

I felt toward it a certain skepticism. With its sudden appear-

ance in the mountains, I recognized this leap-of-joy as an

old friend that had deserted me in my illness the year before.

It had refused to help me. In fact, it disappeared before my
very eyes, and when this happened, I was so devastated

even God could not have helped me. That time the sea had

to cure me. For this reason I never wanted to depend on its

mysterious presence: if things got tough, it might disappear

again. But ignore it, I could not. Despite my caution, it not

only persisted. I soon discovered it was a good detector of

God's passing by. Without warning, it would suddenly leap,

and I would dash out of doors to catch the traces of a great

Immensity that had already gone by.

So, standing there looking skyward on this day of

tragedy and anger, I thought to myself: since I've already

seen God in the woods, who needs Christ? I can love God
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without him — despite him. In fact I don't need him at all!

And there rose in me a great determination to love God, a

determination proportionate to the necessity of doing so

without Christ. He wouldn't help me, so I would go it

alone. With this idea, I found much peace, even joy, and

continued on my way.

After dinner that night, I decided to break the news to

my father. Starting with the playground incident, I told him

what I had learned in church, and ended by saying that de-

spite all his fine desires, despite his having chosen for me, I

was nevertheless not Christ's choice, and saw no way we
could force his hand in this matter — man proposes but

God disposes.

I need not recount my father's credentials and will only

say that in matters of religion, few people were as knowl-

edgeable. He knew as much about the Church, its theology,

and teachings as any priest — in some areas even more —
and added to this was a legal and philosophical mind that

thrived in a milieu of discussion and debate. He would often

say that a Christian who did not ask questions wasn't worth

his salt. When angry, he could be quite dogmatic, but in dis-

cussion he was always fair and never once undermined my
thinking powers; instead, he would have me push them to

their limits. So this night there began a series of discussions

that would only end with his death many years later.

The first item he went over was the various ways in

which the notion of being "chosen" could be construed in a

theological context. The next item, original sin, was to be-

come a continuing thorn of contention and discussion which

I will not go into. But this night, he left me with the chal-

lenge of trying to think up a better way to solve the problem

of evil which, for the moment, I could not do. This led us to

the redemption and the meaning of Christ's life and death,

followed by a discussion on the true meaning of poverty,

where we hit a complete impasse. He said poverty only had

merit if deliberately chosen out of love for God; I said many
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people had no choice in this matter and could merit by ac-

cepting it out of love for God. His rebuttal was based on the

parable of the talents in which mere acceptance was not

enough; somehow, a talent given had to be doubled in re-

turn. Since this was purely an economic perspective, I

couldn't buy it.

At any rate, the story ends with my going to church as

usual — but only after he had given me to ponder Pascal's

Wager: what if? and just in case!

At school the next day I said nothing to my friends.

Though I wondered why they stood on the sidelines and did

not play, I didn't ask. As far as I was concerned, their case

was closed; but thanks to them, my case as a Christian was
now wide open.

Because of our on-going discussions, I soon realized

my faith rested on an intellectual assent, and that the under-

pinnings of the Church itself were its rational foundations. I

came to assume that any crack in this edifice and a man
could be left dangling. For this reason I eventually found it

more beneficial to study Greek philosophy than theology it-

self; in this way too, I could avoid thinking about Christ on

any other than rational grounds — cold grounds, to be sure,

but solid nonetheless. Still, in the back of my mind there

ever lurked the possibility this might not be the whole story

and that for me, at least, Christ could have an entirely dif-

ferent meaning. I continually put this notion aside, how-

ever, because if such a meaning existed, the door of my un-

derstanding was as closed as it was on the day the possibility

first arose — that tragic day in church.

In the meantime, my father was taking a course in nav-

igation in order to use his boat in the Coast Guard Auxiliary

during the war. This course entailed a series of lectures at

the Planetarium to which I went along as his eager compan-

ion and born star-gazer. The following year he took me to

spend a weekend on Mount Wilson where we could see the

reality of a sky no planetarium can project. Here I was over-
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whelmed — the stars, the mountains, and the reclusive life

of the astronomer; this was it! Investigating the cosmos far

from the problems of the world, this was where I belonged;

this was my true vocation. To this end, I often attended the

Saturday afternoon lectures at the Planetarium and by the

time I was fifteen, never missed these pleasant afternoons.

One such afternoon turned into a momentous occasion that

marked the first of two major turning points in my life.

In the middle of Dr. Muellar's lecture there came the

familiar leap, and immediately I felt caught between two

loves. I held to my seat almost stubbornly until I realized

God had not passed this time, but seemed to linger instead.

The thought he might notice me, glance in my direction,

was electrifying; after all, I had a lot of questions to ask. At

the top of my list was the exact identification of this "leap"

within, and its true relationship to God.

Though I had been taught that God was present in all

things, the experience of this presence was somewhat of a

problem, one I had been chasing down from the age of five.

Whenever I questioned my father about these experiences,

he would all but deny that man could experience God as He
was in Himself. God was the cause, a special grace to be

sure, but the effects were our own. As a child I believed

him, and took my unusual experiences for some mysterious

aspect of myself — alone. But over a period of time this

conviction grew less convincing. By watching carefully, I

discerned that my feelings, emotions, and certainly my
thoughts, were quite separate and apart from something else

that could leap and spread joy at some of the most inoppor-

tune moments. In itself it had a magnetic drawing-power

which could not be ignored and, sometimes, not resisted. If

I only knew for certain this was God, I felt it would change

my life, because it would be the completion of a puzzle, the

end of my search, and a key to the mystery of my life.

For this reason, when God seemed to linger a moment
I quickly asked: what is this in me that recognizes you? The
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answer I received can be explained, but not demonstrated; it

was more than an understanding or a certitude. It was a

type of seeing I would only recognize as such later on. I

simply saw a unique blending of the God without and the

God within, the same identical cause, but a cause that gave

rise to different manifestations which, in turn, gave rise to

different experiences. It were as if each manifestation had its

own accompanying experience. But however this worked, I

now knew that God who passed by was also the God that

remained and with this news I was jubilant. I wanted to

shout "hooray!" and I might have said something aloud be-

cause the man next to me went "sh!"

Naturally I couldn't sit still with this. The lecture was

now meaningless. I had to get outside and share this joy

with my friends — the hills, the sky, and all the animals.

Now I understood why I loved them so much and what they

had been trying to tell me all along. We were the same, we
were one — all of us, vessels of God!

I'm afraid I stepped on a lot of toes making my way to

the exit of the darkened room. Once outside the lecture hall,

I raced across the rotunda and out into the bright sunlight

where I felt as if I had suddenly been struck blind, for the

pain in my eyes was excruciating. I had to sit for a long time

with my head in my hands before I could look squintingly

out on the hillside. On doing so, I was disappointed at first

because everything looked so much the same. But never

mind, I now had the key to all this marvel, a marvel to

which I too belonged. There was so much to think about, I

decided that instead of taking the bus, I would walk the

miles home; then too, I wanted to be out of doors to share

this joy with my friends along the way.

Immediately following this insight, there came weeks

of a terrible restlessness, which at first I rould hardly formu-

late to myself. Something was still missing. After a while I

discovered what it was, and felt it imperative to get one

more answer from God. I had to find out where I, personally,



126 Part II A Closer Look

fit into this whole thing. God on the inside, God on the out-

side, but what about me? What was I worth to God? Was I

(and all nature included) merely a vessel, a disposable show-

case, here today and gone tomorrow? What, if any, is the

relationship of the vessel to its contents? The thought that

there was no permanent connection caused a terrible sense

of emptiness, as if I counted for absolutely nothing. To be

left out of Christ's plan had been tragic and outrageous, but

to be left out of this greater plan was so bewildering; the

very thought of it would leave me as energyless as if the bot-

tom had fallen out of life. This awful sensation left no doubt

there was something wrong, there was something more I

needed to understand and, for the first time, I began to pray

in earnest. The answer to this question was crucial, more so

than any other I had asked for in my life — God must let me
have it!

Since I had little time to pray during the day, one eve-

ning I decided to pray all night. I don't remember how I

prayed, but I was always quite verbal with the petitions

which were more like arguments than prayers. I was also

generous with the vows and by this time had made so many,

I couldn't keep track of them, but they were becoming use-

less anyway. Beyond a certain point, there was no turning

back even if I had wanted to. Something in me was always

forging ahead; it was all I could do to keep up with it, and

right now, it threatened to go on without me.

I didn't have to pray long before the notion of the Trin-

ity hit me like a bolt of lightning. There, at the beginning of

a line of light was the Father, the Creator, the God without;

and here, at the end of the line was the Holy Spirit, the leap

of joy, the God within; but midway in this path of light was

Christ. Instantly I wanted to know: what was Christ doing

in the Trinity? Though I had blessed myself a million times,

perhaps, I had never thought about him in this way. I began

going through my repertory of explanations: God-man, re-

deemer, mediator, exemplar . . . everything I could think of,
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but none of them satisfying. His presence in the Trinity was

something else again, and I couldn't put my finger on it. In

the meantime, my original question had been forgotten; in-

stead, I put my mind to work on this question of Christ's

meaning in the Trinity, and how he fit into the great plan of

God I was beginning to discover.

I stayed up thinking about this until I could stretch my
mind no further and went to bed, but not to sleep. I tossed

and turned until almost morning when, finally, I felt myself

relaxing, beginning to drift. . .then the answer came and

woke me up. Christ's position in the Trinity stood for every -

man and his relationship to God. His humanity was the

vessel, the meeting place where God within and without

had fruition and became whole, so that everything created

and uncreated was united and One. To know this same frui-

tion as Christ had known it in himself, the vessel must be-

come perfect as he was perfect. Christ was the medium
through which the vessel (me) could become one with its

content (God).

I never had to think about this for a minute; I knew ex-

actly what to do next. I jumped out of bed, got dressed, and

under the streetlights and early morning fog, walked to

church to make my peace with Christ. Later I came home,

gave away all my clothes and sold my books because now, I

had to follow.

It didn't take long, however, to realize my struggles

with Christ were not over, but were in some respects, just

beginning. Before long I found myself in the company of

those whose sentiments and devotions to the historic Christ

had no precedence in myself. I had no head for images and

was never granted a single experience of God in which the

historic Christ was object. It was as if he refused to be an

object to my mind and emotions however hard I tried, in

the beginning, to make this possible. Instead, he was the

medium turning my gaze, not upon himself, but upon the

still-point within. At first this was disconcerting and, once
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again, I felt left out. The path of the saints has always had

Christ as the object of its meditations, insights, visions, and

experiences; in this I could find no exceptions. Yet, for my-
self, I could make none of these things happen; it was like

trying to beat against a stone wall. I had to learn the hard

way the futility of my own desires in this matter.

How then was I to identify with Christ in the reality of

the here and now? Without a doubt, if it hadn't been for the

Eucharist I would surely have lost track of Christ again. But

in the Eucharist, Christ's presence was as invisible and form-

less as his grace and work in me. Thus it became my lifeline

to the Trinity, drawing me into its silence and giving me the

certitude that here I had finally come home; this was where I

belonged, and accordingly, I took my place.

This then is how I came upon a middle way of travel-

ing the contemplative life. Like a stream, I made my way be-

tween the high peaks of the rational on the one side, and the

mystical peaks of extraordinary experience on the other.

The stream did not climb upward, but ever coursed down-

ward in search of its own level — its ultimate destiny in still

waters. This is not a transcendent path because the stream

stays low and clings to the earth, escaping none of the tur-

bulence in the ordinary flow of life. Still, it's a dangerous

course. Because the terrain is ever-changing, it is impossible

to chart the path ahead of time and thus, without direction,

I often had no idea where I was going or how it would all

end. Sometimes I was carried along against my will, and

even with fear, by a movement not of myself. Learning not

to struggle against the current was, for ten years, my pecul-

iar contemplative journey until one day, the stream disap-

peared and traveled underground for many miles and many
years before once more emerging to see the light. Only this

time, the light would cast no shadow because now there

would be no object in its path.

While taking this first journey, I never forgot the tragic
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eyes that followed me that day in church. 1 often pondered

the possibility they presented: that Christ's death might

have a significance other than those traditionally assigned to

it. But since this was only an intuition without a counterpart

in my understanding, 1 continually pushed it aside. That it

waited almost forty years for a resolution is something else

to ponder, yet it became a reality on this second journey —
the journey beyond the self — when the door of my under-

standing gave way to reveal a lost dimension of Christ, a di-

mension I would never have imagined possible.

In this present movement, Christ literally exploded in a

crisis that would efface him totally and, at the same time,

reveal him in a new and different way. One by one, the

Trinity vanished. First came the loss of self, the vessel, the

medium — Christ; next came the loss of God within, the

still-point — the Holy Spirit; and finally I lost the God with-

out, the Father and great Oneness. But with each loss came

a compensating insight. With the loss of self, Christ dis-

solved into the still-point; they were One, and all that re-

mained of this human experience. Suddenly, this too disap-

peared and all that remained was the One God seen every-

where. W^hen this disappeared, there was only a terrible

void, and I came upon the death of God, a crucifixion un-

known even by our psychological standards, since the state

of complete unknowing is hardly recognizable when there is

nothing known to which it can be compared.

I have called this great void and state of unknowing, a

Passageway. It was during this time, when doing my utmost

to acclimate or get used to this state, that a distant voice

broke through the silence. I had been walking on a secluded

road and stopped to look around at my old friends — the

hills, trees, and wild grasses, now so empty and void; it was

a look of complete unbelievability. How could I have been

so duped, hoodwinked — and all my life! It was impossible

. . .yet, it had to be — there was nothing there. Then, above
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the trees, I heard a distant voice asking his father why he

had abandoned him, and with that, the door of my under-

standng began to give way.

I had never associated the Dark Nights with Christ's

death. I could never make that match, but here, I under-

stood this man and knew exactly where he was at. Never in

history has a holy man, saint, or sage of any religion gone

out of this world with such a question on his lips, or ended

his life on such a note. This was indeed the death of God
and a sign of contradiction to the end. No-self is a meaning-

less state, but no-God is an incomprehensible condition, yet

a condition with which I could now identify and understand

completely.

That he too had come to this end, this nothingness be-

yond all we can possibly call a self, was strangely comfort-

ing. Here we were, companions in a great mistake, allies

even in the void. I was glad I had gone as far as he had and

did not blame him for bringing me to this end. I wanted to

see the same truth he had seen, and if this was it — if there

was no God — then this was the end of the road. There

were no regrets.

Christ had expected a resurrection just as I had ex-

pected to "see," but obviously it hadn't happened. Instead of

glory, we had seen nothing; nothing perhaps, but the futility

of our lives and even the pointlessness of our deaths. Yet

coming upon him unexpectedly in the Passageway, I knew a

closer identity with him for having been mistaken than I had

ever known during all the years I thought he had been right.

Now I understood the real tragedy — his and my own. It

was the tragedy of all those who had believed in him, but

would never come this far and would never understand a

thing like this.

I was glad his loved ones had seen him after his death,

at least in their own minds and hearts; after all, life must go

on whether there's any truth in it or not. Someone had to

stretch the human limits to find out if there was any truth
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beyond the self, any life beyond this one, or any God be-

yond belief. Christ could do no more because there is no

more a man can possibly do — and what man has done as

much? What is more, he did it not only for himself, but that

others would not be afraid when their time came to stretch

these same human limits. Now I knew and understood how
one could go this far, and because I entertained no hope of

going beyond Christ's own ending, I turned to face the great

reality — the reality of absolute nothingness.

Shortly after this turning point, or point of final accep-

tance, I did in fact "see." And when I finally saw "that"

which remains when there is no self, I thought of Christ and

how he too had seen "that" which remained — a seeing

which is the resurrection itself. That he never truly relin-

quished his certitude of eventually seeing, no one knows for

sure; I think he did, because certitude must eventually yield

to seeing when God-as-object yields to God-as-subject.

Spanning this gap between object and subject is a perilous

transition; in fact, this gap may be the only real void man
can experience in this life or after. For Christ, it might have

been made in a split second — or better still, three days. For

myself, it took almost four months.

The particular type of seeing I refer to as the resurrec-

tion is the seeing of God, not as object, but as pure subject.

During his lifetime, and on the cross, Christ always referred

to his Father as object — as the One who sent him, gave him

power, whose work he did, and whose will he followed. At

the same time, he referred to his Oneness and union with the

Father without claiming the absolute identity of pure subjec-

tivity; but then, it would have been useless to make this

claim since no one would have understood it anyway. This

knowledge is beyond the capability of our understanding

because pure subjectivity must be seen directly, and even

then, cannot be comprehended by the intellect. If Christ had

this pure subjective seeing during his life, we would not be

able to explain his references to God-as-object, nor why he
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had to be resurrected when he lived in a resurrected state al-

ready. Had there been nothing human about him, this

would be explainable; but then his life and death would not

have been a reality.

Christ had a divine self — not like the self we know —
and though he knew God in a subjective way as being insep-

arable from himself, it was still God-as-object; analogous,

perhaps, to the knowledge of our own union with the

divine. His agony and death was the foregoing of his divine

self, his union with God, a prospect which is more than giv-

ing up the self as we know it; it is the giving up of a self

made one with God. In this way his life is parallel to our

own, wherein our first movement is coming to this union in

which God is still object and "other" than ourselves; and the

second movement: the relinquishing of this union, and com-

ing upon God as he is in himself — God as pure subject.

That Christ knew this second movement and entered

the gap between object and subject — or state of unknowing
— is truly the death of God, but only God-as-object, not

God-as-subject. In many ways this state of unknowing is a

descent into hell, a great void and the passageway to seeing

— the resurrection. Evidently not even a divine self, or a self

that is one with God, can avoid making this transition or

entering the gap between object and subject.

Nevertheless, I do not regard the resurrection as the

final step; to see and know is not enough. Greater than this

is the ascension, or final dissolution into the fullness of God.

With the dissolution of his human form — seemingly into

thin air — Christ suddenly becomes everywhere: the God
within and without, as well as all form in which the mani-

fested and unmanifested have fruition and become One.

Thus, even the seeing of the Trinitarian aspects of God is

not the final step. The final step is where there is no Trinity

at all, or when all aspects of God are seen as One and all

that Is.

I am as convinced today as I was momentarily con-
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vinced as a child, that the real tragedy of Christ's death is

that so few understand it. The general interpretation is that

Christ gave up his self so the rest of us would not have to do

so. He did it, so now the rest of us are free. That we should

have a liberated self when Christ had no self, makes no

sense. Self is not our true life or our real nature; it is but a

temporary mechanism, useful for a particular way of know-
ing, and in every way equivalent to our notion of original

sin. Self may not be sin, but certainly it is the cause of sin,

and what needs to be overcome is not the effects, but the

cause itself. To be forgiven is not enough; we must put an

end to the very need to be forgiven.

In this way, self is the sin to be overcome and when it

is overcome, then we are truly free. Christ did not overcome

our individual self for us; he only showed us by his death

what we too will have to go through to be free of sin, be it in

this life or after death. Christ not only mediates this over-

coming of self, but is "that" which goes beyond the self to

endure the passage and finally see.

As emphasized before, the bewildering aspect of this

journey was the failure to recognize "that" which remained

when there was no self. The stillness and emptiness within

was just that and nothing more; no one, nothing, appeared

to take its place. Continually I was expecting the divine to

reveal itself within, but it never happened; obviously the

final seeing was not to be of this nature. Here I think of how
Christ's loved ones also failed to recognize him after his re-

surrection, because without a self, Christ cannot be recog-

nized in this fashion any longer. Thus, he had to reveal him-

self to them all over again in a totally new and different

light. It is in this light that the subjectivity of God is known
and can only be known. It is not the light of belief, but the

light of disbelief, since what is seen ever remains unbeliev-

able to the thinking mind. To say that "God is all that is" is

not only unthinkable and unbelievable, but to some, it is

absolute blasphemy. Our minds cannot comprehend this; it
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must be seen to be believed and yet, once it is seen, it is no

longer believed. In this way then, our belief or frame of ref-

erence eventually gives way to seeing.

If I had never had a self, I would not be able to under-

stand why man clings so tenaciously to the certitude of its

permanence. Whoever was responsible for dividing the self

into lower and higher parts (of man) commmitted a serious

crime against humanity. This division has given rise to the

notion that the lower (ego and immature) self must be over-

come while the higher (fully integrated) self must be sought

as the goal of human realization. Out of ignorance, I too

clung to this system of belief because I had been led to be-

lieve it was this higher self that would be united with God,

here and for all eternity. It took a long time before my ex-

periences led me to doubt this conviction and, at the same

time, let in the possibility that this was not the whole truth.

It was in moments before the journey when, overcome

by what lies beyond the self, I learned something was yet

wanting; there was still another step — this was not the end.

I intuited a far greater and more final surrender that made
me afraid at times; but the day this fear disappeared was the

day self disappeared and the journey began. Before this hap-

pens, however, I am convinced one's trust in God, the great

Unknown, must be tried in fire; otherwise this fear remains

and will never be overcome. The final relinquishing of self

(the higher self) may therefore constitute the only true act of

faith in God a man can make; clinging to God, our union,

and experiences of Him, may be a great mistrust and the ul-

timate expression of disbelief.

At one time I believed self was necessary in order to

love God — if I didn't (or we didn't), who would? This was

the reason of our birth and the meaning of our lives: to love

God. But shortly before this journey, I discovered that self

does not love God at all, because "that" which loves God in

ourselves is God himself. To say it is "I" who loves, is to un-

wittingly deflect selfward and claim for the self what be-



Where is Christ? 135

longs to God alone. Only God is love, and for this love to

fully realize itself, self must step aside. And not only do we
not need a self to love God, but for the same reason, we do

not need a mind to know him; that in us which knows God,

is God himself.

Before crossing over the line to the Unknown — and

becoming unknown myself — I had been given to under-

stand that from now on, it would be God loving Himself

not in me, but in Himself. I found this confusing and wrote

pages on the issue. I was already convinced it was not I who
loved, because the love I experienced was beyond the self al-

ready; rather, it was Christ in me who loved the father — or

God loving himself — but still, it was in me. Perhaps it was
the Holy Spirit loving the Father in Christ and not in me ... I

finally gave up on this enigma saying, I do not fully under-

stand, and let it go at that. Two years and an unusual jour-

ney later, I did understand. It meant that God would no

longer be loved as an object (in me) but as pure subject (in

Himself), but how this works must be seen, because it can-

not be adequately communicated or even experienced.

It is one step, and a giant one, to see clearly and partici-

pate in the love that flows between the persons of the Trinity,

but here too, God is seen as the object of his own love. It is

yet another step to realize that God is One absolute Subject

and is Himself love-without-an-object. One God, one love,

nothing else exists. This then is the step beyond our highest

experiences of love and union, a step in which self is not

around to divide, separate, objectify, or claim anything for

itself. Self does not know God; it cannot love him, and from

beginning to end has never done so. Anyone who has ex-

perienced this love surely realizes that it is beyond any and

all capacity of a self. If it were not, there would be no going

out of self — no overcoming of sin.

After this account had been written, there occurred

what I call a 'last experience," which resulted in an insight

into the nature of Christ. I called it that because of its simi-
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larity to the very first experience I had, at the age of five,

and its recurrence at this time gave a sense of closure to my
life, the quest of forty-five years. Before recounting this in-

sight, however, I will first describe the two experiences

themselves.

The earlier experience came as an overwhelming sur-

prise. I had been on my way to play a game of cops-and-

robbers with my friends when I felt a swift, powerful well-

ing up inside me that stopped me in my tracks. From within

I seemed to be expanding in all directions though I could see

no visible signs of this and had no idea what it was. Yet I

knew it to be so awesome and overpowering it could not be

contained and, for a moment, I thought it might squeeze me
out and take over. I was frightened and thought to myself:

I'm gonna bust! But at what seemed to be the peak of its ex-

pansion, it stopped; I held my breath in suspense, then

across my mind came the words "you're too big for your-

self!" and with that, came an explosion of wild joy like the

sound of a great voice laughing. After this it gradually dis-

appeared and all was as usual — though I was never to be

the same again.

I did not think of this as an experience of God; at the

same time, I was certain it was not myself. But from that

day forward I could see this mysterious power within,

which became an ever-present friends and teacher. After

four years it vanished, however, and was not seen again un-

til I came upon God in the woods. The relentless quest of

tracking down the true nature of this experience was the

search of a lifetime; and it is because of its similarity to this

first experience that I call the following, a "last experience." I

take it from my journal.

What I saw take place was just a possibility,

which I experienced only briefly. It was almost fright-

ening. I saw how God can invade a form, take over a

human form. This is perhaps the most total loss of self



Where is Christ? 137

possible. In this invasion there is power unimaginable,

and the only consciousness remaining says "I am
God.'' There is something almost frightening about

this type of total possession. I saw how I do indeed

have something left of my own. After all, my words

and actions are my own and I am always aware that I

am not the totality of God, and that there is something

left that could be done here. This was not an explosion

outwards but an invasion inwards, a possession like

the swift blowing up of a balloon, like the act of crea-

tion; only here, the form was already waiting. I don't

know what to make of this but I am skeptical. I do not

know what It may do in this form — just how human is

this divine life? All this reminds me of Christ; this must

have been his own experience. I see how this would be

so — see it clearly. Yes, he is one with God and is God
himself — as much as is humanly possible. At the same

time, though possessed and full of God, Christ is not

the totality of God because a man's form and faculties

limit God and yet, somehow they don't. God is not

limited by form; the form is merely the act of THAT
which never changes and ever remains unknowable.

But the act, the form, is knowable and limited not by

God, but my our own uncomprehending minds.

I saw how this possession or invasion works. It

can be frightening. To lose yourself is one thing; to be-

come God is another. I think I would just as soon stay

in my present state, neither totally possessed nor totally

myself. It is difficult to point out the difference be-

tween WHAT remains (when there is no self) and total

possession; both are God yet one is full of God and

neither has a self. In those moments of being possessed,

I felt a bit of a struggle as if not sure, not understand-

ing. It was all very risky and yet I knew there wasn't a

thing I could do about it. I had no choice. So what does

all this mean? I don't know, but what I do know for

sure is that God can possess this form far more than He
does at present. He can take over and obliterate any

other consciousness but the one that says "I am God." I
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don't know what to make of this but it's all very inter-

esting. Maybe it's a foretaste of some future event. I

hope not!

Later I wrote at length about this incident and con-

cluded that for God to infuse himself into me was like trying

to blow up a balloon with a thousand pinholes. Without a

self, form is porous. Here there is no self to capture or hold

onto the divine, no self for it to overshadow, work through,

or impose itself upon; nothing to which the divine could be-

come attached. Thus, to have a divine mission, man needs a

self — a will, a driving energy, and above all, self-con-

sciousness; therefore, Christ had to have a self to do God's

work on earth. But how did he come by this self? At one

time was his human self overlaid by the divine in a type of

union that has enabled men to become emissaries of God —
such as saints, seers, and prophets? God has always had

such mediums, so in what way was Christ different? In my
opinion, God's possession or infusion in Christ was more
than a union of the human and divine, more than that of a

man suddenly seized and overpowered by God.

Although no-self cannot be a medium, it nevertheless

stands in a unique position for such an actuality. In the ab-

sence of self, in a completely empty form unconditioned by

this world and untouched by self (sin) from the beginning,

God could create and fashion a type of self unknown by our

relative standards, even our highest standards of union with

God. Such an admixture of the human and divine is not only

incomprehensible, but it would be impossible of realization

at any stage of our self-becoming or union with God. No
matter how fervently we aspire for union with the divine we
cannot become other Christs, much less regard this as the

culmination of our own selfhood — God forbid! We cannot

identify our self and its type of consciousness with the self

God had fashioned in Christ. This means that if there is any

time in life we can honestly identify with Christ it is from
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the position of no-sell:, or when we have entered the gap be-

tween object and subject.

Here we can truly identify with this man on the cross

who willingly gave up his self, his powers, his union with

God, to show us that God lies beyond not only our petty,

secular notion of self, but our most divine notions as well.

Until there is no self, I do not see how it is possible to have

any true identity with Christ, because this ultimate identity,

or no-self, is necessary if we are ever to "see." Until this

point is reached, God remains an object — a power above,

a love within, or however we care to envision God as being

"other" than the self. And indeed, God is other than the self

— on the cross he is no-self. For me at least, this is the true

message and meaning of Christ where, even more than his

words, he showed us by his death what each of us will have

to go through to see — to be resurrected — to be free, free

of sin which is the self.

In conclusion then, the incompleteness of my under-

standing of Christ, which began as a child, was the on-going

struggle of my Christian life. Without this continual search

for an honest level of identification with Christ, I would not

have been Christian. What may be given to others at once

was, for me, a slow revelation of painful honesty, continual

questioning, and a determined struggle every step of the

way.

It was a way of darkness and unknowing, so little un-

derstood by others that I was left to forge a way and go it

alone. How could I identify with Christ when I could not

use my imagination? had no experience of God in which he

was the object? and more often than not, found the Gospels

trite from sheer repetition? Evidently his mission in my life

was not to be one of fulfilling emotional or intellectual

needs; rather, it was that of a mediator who never permitted

himself to be an object, but diverted my gaze to the still-

point instead.

I could never equate the historic Christ with the still-
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point and yet, the notion that he lived in some remote

heaven was equally unacceptable. I could not identify with

his selfhood because I knew it to be of a totally different

nature than my own. Much less could I identify with Christ

on a symbolic level because from earliest childhood, I have

never believed in fairy-tales — once removed as they are

from reality and truth. Christ is not a symbol of anything,

but is the great reality himself, and to find this reality was
the quest — my life's work.

I looked upon his historical life as over. The message

remained, the grace was always there, but the man was
gone. With his ascension into heaven I felt he had dissolved

into the fullness of God, so that the continual effort to sepa-

rate him out — be it on an imaginative, emotional, or intel-

lectual level — was on my part, worse than dishonest; it

was a phoniness I could not live with. So how then could I

identify with this incomprehensible man-God, and identify

with him in truth, in the here and now?
Gradually I figured out a way. His presence in the Eu-

charist was mystical, his grace was mystical, and his work
in me was mystical — a work done in silence and darkness.

Thus, to accept him on these, his own terms, I had to meet

him on the same level: a mystical level that for me, was

deep, hidden, unknown, and inexpressible. Here I could

identify with Christ as he gradually imparted to me his own
vision of the kingdom of God — the still-point within. Be-

cause of this, it could easily be said that I never knew Christ

personally — on the level of personalities, that is — and on

this level, he did in fact elude me all my life. Nevertheless at

the end of the present journey, I finally confronted this man
in a smile-of-recognition. And with this smile, my under-

standing was complete, the struggle was over.

Christ is not the self, but that which remains when
there is no self. He is the form (the vessel) that is identical

with the substance — and he is not one form, but all form.

Christ is the act, the manifestation and extension of God
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that is not separate from God. We cannot comprehend

that which acts or "that" which smiles, but we all know
the act — the smile that is Christ himself. Thus, Christ turns

out to be all that is knowable about God, because without

his acts, God could not be known. Act itself is God's revela-

tion and this revelation is not separate from God, but is God
himself. This I believe, is what Christ would have us see;

this is his completed message to man. But who can under-

stand it?

Complete understanding can only come at the end of

the journey because full, complete understanding from the

beginning would nullify any necessity of taking a journey.

For me at least, this was my life, my Christian life, with its

on-going struggle for an honest, absolutely truthful, final

identification with Christ. Belief and understanding are only

complete once we see, but once we see "what" Christ is then

we can answer "where" Christ is, because these cannot be

separated. Once we see the absolute subjectivity of God,

then we can answer the question 'Where is Christ?" Christ is

everywhere. He is all that Is — all, of course, but the self.
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Not long ago, I had the good fortune to discuss this ac-

count with a contemplative priest who is also an experi-

enced spiritual director and scholar in the varied traditions

of the Christian contemplative life. From the outset he made
it clear he could not concede the non-existence of the self at

any stage because, from beginning to end, life is a series of

subject-object or I-Thou relationships. Subjective union

with an objective God annihilates neither subject nor object,

nor does it discontinue their relationship; if this were so,

who could affirm this union? Who could return from a tran-

sient experience of loss-of-self to declare he had no self? To
say there is no self may be one way to describe such an ex-

perience, but it is not the way to establish such a reality

which, in his opinion, could not be done. What is more, he

found the circumstances of discussing no-self somewhat

humorous. Here we were, he pointed out, two distinct indi-

viduals and personalities with two disagreeing minds, dis-

cussing our relationship with God. What could be more ob-

vious or self-evident than these relationships? How could

we ever get away from them? And if we could, what would

be left to discuss?

Needless to say, I was fully aware of the problems in-

volved in any discussion of no-self. I had already learned

how empirical reality stands in the way as a barrier, not only

limiting our vision, but limiting any discussion of no-self as

142
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well. Seemingly this barrier is the failure to realize that the

reality we see hear, feel, and think is so perishable, we can

grind it down to a few elementary particles that even then,

continue to baffle the mind. Nevertheless, I do not regard

empirical reality as a true barrier to vision; on the contrary,

it is the gateway through which we must pass in order to see

what, if anything, lies on the other side. But the irony of this

passage is that empirical reality is not seen as a barrier until

the other side is reached, at which time, it is seen as no bar-

rier at all. Therefore, it is only in retrospect we see this as a

barrier to others, while knowing it is also the gate through

which all must pass. Because I was aware of this, I readily

understood my friend's point of view — at one time, my
sole point of view — and realizing he did not share my pres-

ent perspective, knew we were in agreement nevertheless,

when using the same empirical data, the same tools as a

common ground for discussion. It was like standing in a

gateway discussing how far ahead we could see — an agree-

able position, I felt, from which to disagree.

Those in a less advantageous position would be those

who have skirted or surmounted empirical reality by some

intellectual endeavor, without passing through it experien-

tially. This could lead to a denial of empirical reality and, by

making the ground we walk on a mere illusion, pull the rug

out from under any meaningful discussion. When we can-

not discuss what lies two feet ahead because it would be too

un-understandable or too ineffable to do so, the subjects

that matter most in life become so esoteric and privileged,

they end up belonging to a few superior men; as someone

once said to me, "when you see the world as illusion, you

will have become a superman." Even if this incentive had

not come too late, I would have preferred to pass through

the gate of the known and remain as is, which means to dis-

cuss what is when the chance arises, as it did on this occasion.

What I discovered in the course of our discussion was

how pure subjectivity was the keystone on which the ex-
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perience of self either rises or falls. Though we didn't discuss

the subject directly, it became clear that the possibility of

passing from an ordinary subjective condition (or subject-

object type of consciousness) to a condition of pure subjec-

tivity (in which subject and object are identical) was the ma-
jor clue to the disappearance of the self. The possibility of

making this transition between two opposing types of con-

sciousness or two different ways-of-knowing is important,

because if this transition is not possible, self remains; but if

the transition is possible, then self does not remain. The

reason for saying this, I will attempt to put forward since it

is the subject and concern of everything that follows.

Before proceeding, however, I must admit to being

prejudiced in the matter. After making this journey, I have

no choice but to believe this transition can not only be

made, but that it is inherent in everyone to do so whether

they realize it or not. Though I do not understand how it

can be made on a purely intellectual or technical level, I am
nevertheless familiar with the experiential aspects of such a

crossing; so if the following explanation appears clumsy, it

is because the particular level or view from which I speak

does not always allow for logical fulfillment.

I will begin with my own definition of pure subjectiv-

ity. Basically, it is a way of knowing in which the knower,

the known, and the knowing, are identical and inseparable.

This identity, however, is not the identity of empirical or

visual form; it is not the identity of mind or content or of

anything generally falling within the realm of the known.

Rather, it is the identity of a subject and object unknowable

to the mind, an identity known only to itself. The basic

knowledge of this identity is that it exists and knows itself as

all that exists; thus, pure subjectivity is the eye of seeing it-

self, and wherever it looks it sees nothing but itself. It

knows no within or without, nor would it be proper to ask

"who" or "what" this eye belongs to, because any answer

would give rise to a division between knower and known,
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which is not how this identity works. The eye seeing itself

knows no I, me, or mine" since it knows nothing that is not

I me, or mine" and therefore has no need to make such a

distinction. It does not belong to an individual subject or

self, nor does it inhere in any thing or any object, because it

is everything and belongs only to itself. In pure subjectivity

there is no separation of the I and Thou or this and that be-

cause these words are mere labels for an empirical reality

that falls short of the whole truth when it fails to unveil the

eye seeing itself. Yet, despite the problem inherent in the use

of words, I call this eye seeing itself "pure subjectivity" be-

cause it is the one subject, the one existent, in which there is

complete identity between its existence, its knowing and its

doing.

But there is another way of knowing that does not be-

long to the eye seeing itself. This is a condition of conscious-

ness in which the knower is not identical with the known
and thus, the subject always remains separate and divided

from its object. This is our ordinary type of subjectivity in

which everything known, including the self, is an object of

consciousness, and this type of knowing (or consciousness)

never sees itself directly, because as soon as it looks at itself,

it sees itself as an object, not as a subject. For this reason,

the subject can only be known through an objective

method, made possible by a reflexive mechanism of the

mind bending back on itself, whereby the subject can be

aware of its own awareness, its own feelings and thoughts.

Because of this objectifying mechanism, we know ourselves

as subjects; and to know ourselves as subject by any other

method is virtually impossible.

It seems that some people would have us believe that

even when we do not reflect back on ourselves or see our-

selves as objects we are, nevertheless, still aware of our-

selves as subjects; but based on my experiences, this is not

the way it works. Instead, I discovered that when you can

no longer see yourself as object, you soon lose the ability to
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be aware of yourself as subject. This, at least, was my find-

ing, and I think a simple test can reveal how this works.

Let us say, for the moment, it was possible for the sub-

ject to see itself as the subjective eye turned upon itself —
what would it see? Obviously it would see absolutely noth-

ing; if it saw "something," this something would only be an

object to consciousness and would not be the subject to con-

sciousness. This means that when we come upon the true

subject of consciousness, we come upon nothing at all. We
could not say the self-as-subject is identical with the self-as-

object since nothing cannot be identical with something. It

also means that self-as-object is not the true subject to con-

sciousness because the true subject is unknowable — it is

nothing to the mind.

From this we can conclude that all we know about

ourselves (or self-as-object) is not only secondhand knowl-

edge, it is not even the truth! Here the age-old dictum

"know thyself" turns out to be the impossible dream. Like

the myth of finding a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow,

we dig and dig only to discover there is nothing there.

It is quite possible that at some time or other everyone

has made contact with the self-as-subject. All that is re-

quired for such an encounter is the cessation of the reflexive

movement of the mind bending back on itself. Without this

reflexive (or pre-reflexive) movement, we are no longer

aware of our own awareness, our own feelings and thoughts,

and thus we have encountered self-as-subject. But since this

subjective self is as nothing to the mind, we cannot stay in

this condition for long and soon fall back into self-con-

sciousness or self-as-object. To remain in this unreflexive

condition for any length of time would mean encountering

an emptiness, a void, a nothingness that is the subjective self

— which I have called no-self.

As a contemplative, I was familiar with this condition

and ever found it quiet, dark, and restful; sometimes it was

even the gateway to "that" which lies beyond no-self. Yet it
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never occurred to me that this non-reflexive condition of the

mind could become a permanent state. I could not see the

possibility of remaining in this state while carrying out the

ordinary mental and physical activities of daily life; thus,

even if I had heard of such a possibility, I would not have

deemed it a desirable or feasible way of practical living. Fur-

thermore, I never believed in deliberately manipulating the

mind because my particular contemplative path took the

way of least resistance: by waiting effortlessly for some
form of divine intervention. As I conceived it, spending my
whole life waiting for God was the good life.

Whether or not there honestly exist certain techniques

of mind-manipulation that can bypass the need for divine

intervention, or the need to wait upon God, is something I

do not know. Nor can I imagine how anyone can put a per-

manent, irrevocable end to the reflexive movement of the

mind without running into certain psychological dangers.

The danger would lie in not knowing how to proceed once

this mechanism had been overcome or closed down. With-

out some compensating or sustaining factor arriving on the

scene, the state of no-self is no guarantee of ecstasy or bliss,

because once the relatively peaceful effects have worn off,

no-self can become — as I discovered in the Passageway —
a very burdensome, if not a dire state of affairs.

But if I do not know how this reflexive mechanism of

the mind can come to an end by any effort of our own, I do

know it can happen, because it happened to me. The jour-

ney began with the inability of the mind to make self an ob-

ject, or when the ability to be self-conscious was no longer

possible. The reflexive mechanism had ceased to function

and thereafter left a subtle, almost physical feeling that

some aspect of my mind was being "held." Whether this

aspect was (and is now) being held back, held up, held

down, or just held in a steady gaze upon the Unknown, I do

not know. But whatever its reality, I know that the ability

to make self an object was forever altered, cut off, or made
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immovable. Unknown to myself, at the time, the day this

happened was the day the first step in a transition from or-

dinary consciousness to pure subjectivity had been made.

Before this event took place, I had never noticed how
automatically and unconsciously the mind was aware of it-

self, or how continually conscious I had been of my own
awareness in all mental processes, or in all my thoughts,

words, and deeds. But when this reflexive movement came
to an end, I suddenly realized the profound roots of self-

consciousness, roots that unknowingly had infiltrated every

aspect of my existence. To have this entire system uprooted,

made for so many amazing discoveries as I moved through

the ordinary affairs of life that I could never hope to recount

them all. It would have been impossible to make these dis-

coveries all at once, or to anticipate them in advance, be-

cause it was only when meeting with each of the many
facets of living that I realized how new and different life had

become. It took the most ordinary events and encounters to

gradually bring this new life into focus and thus, enable me
to become aware of the full extent of this alteration. During

the journey, I called this gradual process of learning, the

process of acclimation.

Having made this first step in the transition, it might

be thought I was overwhelmed by the nothingness of no-

self, but fortunately this was not the case. Initially I could

give no thought to my own emptiness when I felt I had en-

tered the mysterious flow of a greater life, wherein the ex-

perience of self and no-self were equally unimportant issues.

Furthermore, I discovered that when consciousness of

the self is removed, "pure objectivity" seems to take over;

without the ability to look inward anymore, I looked out-

ward upon empirical objects to see in them what I had never

seen before. What I saw was how particular, singular, and

individual objects dissolved into a great Unknown, an Un-

known that was the same throughout all empirical variety

and multiplicity.
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The only object that did not give way or reveal the un-

known was the subject to this objective consciousness; for

although the physical, empirical subject (personality) re-

mained unchanged, there could not be found therein any

true subject of consciousness — any seer of the Oneness into

which all other objects emptied and became lost to the

mind. Whatever observed this Oneness was not known to

be identical with it, nor could it be localized anywhere with-

in the empirical form; instead, that which saw this Oneness

seemed to be above my forehead and outside anything I

could call a self. Thus, the self I once knew was gone; and

the self I never knew? Well, it would be difficult to miss

something I never knew; but somewhere between the two,

there remained the silence and stillness of no-self.

Although the known self had disappeared, an outsider

might insist that logically, the self as the unknown subject

remains. But if the only reason we can give for the existence

of an unknown subject is the fact it is a logical and intellec-

tual necessity, then our reasoning stands on shaky ground

indeed. When a logical entity cannot be backed by a know-

able, functional reality, the self-as-subject makes as much
sense as the insistence that a man who has lost an arm, re-

tains it. If the self cannot be seen, known, felt, or used, then

what good is it? As a noun or pronoun "self" is a helpful

word in an empirical world, but when used to designate

anything absolute or permanent, the notion of self is not only

unhelpful, it could be deceptive, and clinging to its purely

logical existence, the great illusion of all time.

Here on the first step of the transition, the "logical sub-

ject" has evidently given way to a state of consciousness in

which there is no known subject, and the one real object of

consciousness remaining is the Oneness of all that exists.

While this step ushers in a new way of knowing, it is not the

way of knowing characteristic of pure subjectivity; to come

upon this final seeing, two more steps are necessary. Before

proceeding to these steps, however, I would like to attest to
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the great sense of wonder and beauty made possible by this

first phase of the transition. To be free of the self and there-

by enter the greater flow of life, means to see the Oneness of

existence, its sacredness, and deathlessness, as well as this

world's dynamic link with God in which all life is virtually

an aspect of Himself. I often wondered why this state of af-

fairs could not last forever, but I now see this was not the

final step; it was only the first step into a new existence and

a whole new way of knowing. It was just a beginning.

The second step (lasting about four months) was by far

the most difficult period of my life, and of my own accord it

was a step I would never have taken, not for all the prom-

ises in heaven. Though I cannot account for the exact me-

chanism that brings it about, it makes sense to say that

without a knowable subject, we must soon be without a

knowable object, since subject and object are functionally

relational and not just logically so. Sooner or later the rela-

tion between a knowable object and an unknowable subject

must fall apart when no relationship can possibly be estab-

lished. At the same time, it appears as if the emptiness of the

empirical subject had finally caught up with, and engulfed,

all empirical objects in its own nothingness. Thus, in the ab-

sence of a subject, the initial compensating factor of pure

objectivity eventually gave way to reveal the absolute void

of all objects to the mind.

This second step seems to be a state of consciousness in

which there is neither subject nor object, and if any relation-

ship persists between knower and known, it is the identity

of absolute nothingness. This is a state of complete unknow-
ing, wherein the usual methods of knowing have been cut

off, and the only knowable thing remaining is an empty,

meaningless, empirical reality. What is more, while in this

state, there were times when I doubted if even consciousness

remained because it too, had a curious way of disappearing

and leaving nothing in its wake.

When this happened, or when ordinary consciousness
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gave way, the result was not unconsciousness — which I

would have regarded as a blessing — rather, the remaining

(actor was the most rudimentary source of life I had ever

come upon. It was an unknowable (unexperiential) life that

seemed to remain unaffected and outside anything we ordi-

narily regard as life or consciousness. At seeing this, I felt I

had never sunk so low, because it only brought home the

fact that all my usual notions and experiences regarding life,

death, and consciousness, had no reality whatsoever. 'This"

that lay below the level of consciousness, this was true life.

Had I been empirically dead, coming upon eternal life might

have been a marvelous occasion, but as it stood, the situa-

tion was impossible; I could neither come nor go. But of one

thing I was sure: this life was not my own.

Since there was no way out of this bind or state of un-

knowing, all I could do was stay with the ordinary empiri-

cal affairs of life which, out of necessity, was not hard to do

since most of life is lived on this level anyway. I had been so

conditioned that living normally, with little or no thought,

was easily done, and for this I was most grateful. It was here

I reaped the benefit of the years of preparation prior to tak-

ing the journey. Although they were years when I often felt

nothing was happening, I was now grateful for the most or-

dinary activity and routine cares that filled my life because

they enabled me to keep going and to maintain a steady keel

in a most difficult time.

Though empty and meaningless, empirical reality was

all that was left. It was the one sure thing there was, and for

all I knew, it was all that remained in the absence of both a

subject and object to consciousness. I should add here that it

is a mistake to think that the sheer materiality of objects

constitutes a valid object of consciousness. In this stage I

learned the difference between mere conditioning that en-

ables us to get around in our environment without accident

or stress, and true objects to consciousness that have value,

meaning, and depth of relationship; it was this latter content
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which was now a complete void to my mind.

Though all doors to knowing had been tightly closed,

there remained nevertheless a way out — a way I would not

have dreamt possible. Without any means of knowing what

remains in the absence of subject and object, the burden of

proof falls squarely on whatever it is that does remain,

which means it can make itself known — it can reveal itself.

There may be no guarantee this will happen, but I believe

no one sets out on such a journey unless this revelation has

been intended from the beginning. And it is this timely re-

velation that brings about the third and final step in the

transition between two incompatible ways of knowing.

Evidently the revelation of what remains, knows its

own time and will only appear when it cannot possibly be

mistaken for something else, or when the ground has been

so thoroughly prepared, no weeds can grow up to choke its

truth or ever hide it again. Once the ground is cleared of all

obstacles or objects of consciousness, that which remains

comes in the dark like a single shaft of light casting no

shadows — no doubt or error — and thus, it is seen as noth-

ing ever seen before.

For me, this disclosure occurred in the simple empirical

gesture of a smile whereby the smile itself, that which smiled,

and that at which it smiled were known as identical. In the

immediacy of this way of knowing, the three aspects of the

One were clear. Yet, Oneness predominates because the eye,

to see and know itself, looks neither within nor without —
as if having a subject and object — nor does it look at any-

one or any thing; indeed, it does not 'look" at all. It has not

revealed itself to another. Rather, its revelation might be

compared to the first manifestation of physical reality:

when spirit, lying below the threshold of the known, first

rose to the level of matter. When this occurred, there was no

one around to witness or applaud such a feat, only the eye

itself was present to rejoice in its own act, its own being, its

own manifestation — thus, it revealed itself to no one and

to no thing.
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I should add that it would be incorrect to compare this

revelation to some newly discovered content suddenly ris-

ing trom an unconscious to a conscious level. The eye seeing

itself lies outside and beyond all conscious and unconscious

content, which is why every notion and every last fragment

of content had first to be cleared away before its identity

could be revealed. In fact, the eye is not consciousness;

what it is, I do not know, but that it is — that I know. And
because it exists and knows itself as all that is, I call it pure

subjectivity and not pure consciousness. It is only because

the eye seeing itself is also a way of knowing that it is analo-

gous to our notion of consciousness, but apart from this, it

is a mistake to equate the two.

The reason pure subjectivity is so difficult to commu-
nicate is that any description or interpretation must be done

on a subject-object, or relative, level of understanding,

which is inadequate for this task. To be understood properly,

it must be known in the immediacy of its own identity, since

it cannot be understood as being either a subject or an object

of the mind. I would also add: as long as the mind can even

reflect on the eye seeing itself, so long will it be unable to see

it.

Certainly my own descriptions have fallen short when
speaking of pure subjectivity in terms of ordinary con-

sciousness. But I have only done so because pure subjectiv-

ity, like ordinary consciousness, has both a subject and an

object, even though by relative standards, its subject and

object remain unknowable. The subject is not the self or the

I, the object is not the other or the non-I; rather, the subject

and object are two identical aspects of the One eye, which is

not transcendent in itself, but only transcendent to our ordi-

nary consciousness. Yet, behind the closed door of our un-

derstanding, pure subjectivity is actually the way by which

everything in existence knows itself; lying below or behind

all levels and forms of consciousness, it is that which knows
itself as all that exists.

Another reason why pure subjectivity defies adequate
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description is that every account must be continually chang-

ing since the eye is not static; rather, it appears to open onto

infinite possibilities in a movement of revelation that seem-

ingly has no end. This movement is similar, perhaps, to our

first glimpse of a forest that is revealed more fully as we ap-

proach its interior; so too, the eye expands, becomes more
pervasive, and at the same time more concentrated and in-

tense, as if drawing everything back into itself, into its own
center.

How physical form can maintain itself against — or

despite — the intensity of this movement, is a mystery, since

form is ever on the brink of a glorious collapse. I find the

mechanism for keeping everything from falling back into it-

self more awesome than even the outward thrust of crea-

tion. Though the movement of integration and disintegra-

tion (life and death) seems relatively slow, it is happening I

think much faster than the mind can comprehend, for there

seems to be no such thing as static maintenance.

Obviously, pure subjectivity is far more than a way of

knowing, but what more this is, I do not know. Just coming

upon it was the beginning of a new way of seeing and know-
ing for which the journey had been a necessary preparation.

It's a simple kind of knowing, a type of knowledge-by-iden-

tity that is not extraordinary if we realize everything in the

universe knows itself in this way, so why not man? That

Christ came to save man — not the birds — from his "self"

attests to our human deficiency in this matter. The cause of

this deficiency is clear when we consider that of all we know
to exist, only man has a self; only man feels lost because he

cannot see. For this reason I tend to the view that man is on

the bottom of the evolutionary heap (if such even exists),

but I also see that his complexities have placed him in a

unique position for a divine dispensation — as if God's own
experiment had run amuck — and that despite his self, or

possibly because of it, man will ultimately win out. But

then, there is really no other way to go.
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Recently, a friend told me that he could not stand the

idea of God as pure subjectivity, because he found that peo-

ple who believed this often became pompous frauds who
paraded as God and went about seeking worshippers. I told

him such behaviors could only arise from the failure to dis-

tinguish between the subjectivity of the self and the pure

subjectivity of God. Anyone who says "I am God" could

not have learned this distinction, because in the learning,

the "I am" disappears and only "God" remains. Pure subjec-

tivity is not the identity of self and God, but the identity of

God alone who remains when there is no self. However, my
friend assured me this was not the case. He said, those who
claim to be God identify the subjectivity of the self with the

subjectivity of God with no distinction in consciousness or

way of knowing.

Since I did not encounter anything in this transition

that could be called a self, I would be at a loss to explain

how an identity between self and God (or self as God) could

come about, or how a claim to personal deity could be

made. I do not even hear Christ making such statements as

"I am God." Always, he said everything came from the

Father and not from his self.

For his part, my friend dismissed these claims of deifi-

cation as belonging to the deranged mind, the religiously in-

flated ego, but offhand I could not do this. Instead, I feel

open in these matters because I would very much like to

know where, in this transition, it would have been possible

to meet up with the self. For the moment, in the absence of

an explanation, I can only conclude that no two people

make the same journey, go through the same transition, or

have the same experiences, even though in the end, the truth

must be the same for all since the truth is not dependent

upon anything but itself.
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One suggestion, however, to help explain a claim for

personal deification, would be that of mistaken identity,

wherein the claimant, through some preconceived idea, un-

derstands his experience of God as the experience of his true

self — or conversely, takes his self for God. It should be

kept in mind that the variety of contemplative and religious

experiences are so difficult to express and convey, there may
be a tendency for the individual to plug his experiences into

a ready-made frame of reference — an acceptable reference

taken from those who have gone before. Thus, by inference

or preconceived notion, pure subjectivity could be mistaken

for the self when, in fact, the finding of the true self belongs

to an entirely different journey.

Once again I would emphasize that the contemplative

life is composed of two separate and entirely different

movements: one of integration or the finding of the self; and

one of disintegration or the losing of the self. In a religious

context this would be, the movement toward union with

God-as-object, followed by the second movement toward

identity or God-as-subject. Of the two movements, it is far

more likely that the movement toward union would culmi-

nate in experiences of personal deification, because further

on, the experience of personal selfhood — on which personal

deification depends — falls away. It is this very experience

of no personal self and no personal God that composes the

second movement. Thus, it does away with any possibility

of a mistaken identity, especially when everything we
thought we knew is taken away in a state of complete un-

knowing. Indeed, I find it difficult to see how anyone could

emerge from this Passageway with any notions or precon-

ceived ideas left intact!

What is more, the state of unknowing outlasts the Pas-

sageway and is, itself, the new way of knowing that never

reverts back to the old way, for its displacement has been

permanent and irreversible. There is no shifting back and

forth between a relative and a non-relative way of knowing
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since the latter includes everything we ever need to know.

By the time the journey is over, the only possible way
of living is in the now-moment, wherein the mind moves
neither backward nor forward but remains fixed and fully

concentrated in the present. Because of this, the mind is so

open and clear that no preconceived notions can get a foot-

hold; no idea can be carried over from one moment to

another; much less, could any notion demand conformity

from others. There are no more head-trips — no clinging to

a frame of reference, even if it is only the reference of

tomorrow's expectations. In a word, what is to be done or

thought is always underfoot, with no need to step aside in

order to find out what is to be thought, believed, or enacted.

In the now-moment the self never arises; nothing calls

upon it do so. The eye seeing itself lives and holds every-

thing tightly in this moment, a moment that has no need of

a self. But even if we persist with the notion of self, such a

label adds nothing to pure subjectivity. It tells us nothing

more about it, and any clinging to self as a notion or an ex-

perience, certainly constitutes an obstacle to clear vision.

After stating these objections to my friend's notion of

pure subjectivity — which I felt he had incorrectly under-

stood — I asked him whether or not those who claim to be

God, claim to be a part of the whole or the Whole itself? In

his mood of humorous disgust for the entire notion, he went

to dramatic lengths to assure me these drops of water claimed

to be the whole of the sea, but could neither explain how the

notion was derived, nor what experiences had given rise to

such an assertion.

Here, I offered him my own understanding of the

wholeness of God by comparing it to the drawing of a star,

wherein the single points or extensions are its individual

manifestations, but not its totality. For an individual mani-

festation to declare itself the star might be the partial truth,

but not the whole truth. As the totality of all form, God is

better visualized perhaps when the center of the star ex-
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pands outward or retracts inward to form a single circle.

Either way, however, I do not see how a single manifesta-

tion that has been dissolved (retracted or expanded) into the

fullness of God can maintain itself in this human mode of

existence. My own experiences tell me this cannot be done

because there comes a point of no return, which is a point

when the present form of life can no longer maintain itself

against the tremendous, overwhelming force pulling back

into itself.

The disintegration of personal selfhood is just the be-

ginning of this dissolution — this homeward journey — and

there is no point along the route at which anyone could say

"now I am God" — it would make no sense. At the same

time, there is no point at which we are not part of God, and

it is this point which is clearly seen once the "I am" has dis-

solved. That which remains is discovered to be that which

was there before the "I am" ever arose.

Despite this description, my friend insisted that the

usual notion of pure subjectivity defined it as a type of God-
consciousness that entailed a transition between ordinary

self-consciousness, and a form of divine consciousness, in

which one is aware of one's self as God. It means taking on

God's own form of Self-consciousness — supposing, of

course, that God is self-conscious — whereby the ordinary

self disappears when this divine Self is revealed. There is no

real identity here of subject and object because these are

transcended — left behind — and only the One remains.

Now I cannot question another man's experience; all I

can do is be honest about my own. For two people to have

different experiences that go by the same name is a common
occurrence and certainly no cause for argument. My present

concern for clarifying an understanding of pure subjectivity

is to show how it is the keystone on which self either rises or

falls. I was interested in what my friend had to say because,

with his understanding of pure subjectivity, the self surely

rises, rises to Godhood in fact; whereas in my view, the self
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— be it higher or lower, divine or otherwise — falls, disinte-

grates, and disappears forever. These are two different

views of pure subjectivity, and since I have no experience to

verify the rise of the self, I must leave this to others and

move on to show how, for me, at least, there was no identi-

fication of self as God.

As 1 see it, the subject and object of pure subjectivity

are not transcended. But to understand this, it is necessary

to find out what, if possible, could be an object to the eye

seeing itself that is not itself already. Unlike ordinary con-

sciousness that knows an endless array of objects, pure sub-

jectivity has but one object — namely, the subject. Thus it

makes no difference where we look or what we do, whether

we are asleep or shopping, engrossed in a book or adding up

the bills, the object of the eye seeing itself (which is itself) is

the same, day and night, moment by moment. This is no

transient experience or game of now-you-see-it, now-you-

don't; it is a new way of knowing not comparable to the

subject-object method of ordinary consciousness.

To further account for this unusual subject and object,

I must once more revert to the drawing of the star. Before its

outline appeared (on paper) we did not know it existed; only

the drawing enables us to know its form. But once it is

drawn, the three aspects of the star become known. First,

there is its unmanifested aspect before the drawing which,

after the drawing, may be seen as its empty center. Second,

there is the aspect of drawing itself, or the movement that

made its form a visible reality. Third, there is the obvious

and indisputable outline itself. Thus we have: the unmani-

fested or unknown; the act of manifesting; and the mani-

fested or known. Applied to pure subjectivity, we can speak

of these as the knower or subject, the knowing or mediator,

and the known or object — all three existing, acting, and

knowing as One. These three aspects are never transcended

because they constitute the very essence of the One eye see-

ing itself.
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If I have not made it clear before, I should emphasize

that empirical reality or physical form is the known aspect

or object in pure subjectivity. But the way this object is

known is not by the usual methods of knowing. To know
the object inherent in pure subjectivity is also to know the

subject, since there is no psychological or mental division

such as usually enables us to know something "in particular"

— as separate, unique, and individual. So, despite the

visual discreteness of empirical objects, wherever the eye

looks it sees only itself.

Before the journey, I could look out the window and

see a tree as the object of my mind and perception. Today I

look out the window and see, not only the visible, mani-

fested aspect of pure subjectivity (the tree) but I also see its

invisible, unmanifested aspect; and with such an emphasis

on the latter, it is only with perceptual strain that I can focus

on the former. In fact, I can no longer focus on visual form

alone. Where once the manifested had been seen first, now
it is seen second. This does not mean that the manifested is

of lesser reality; it only means it is (or at least was, before

this journey) a gateway. It is like the crust on a loaf of bread

which is not separate from its more profound depths. In this

way, the unmanifested is also the manifested; they are not

separate realities, but only two aspects of the One truth.

The seer of this reality is not myself, and what is seen is not

merely a tree; rather, seer and seen are two aspects of the

eye seeing itself, which I have defined as pure subjectivity.

The object or manifested aspect of reality is ever

changing, and therefore we say it is perishable. But in truth,

nothing is perishable, because the unmanifested aspect (of

any object) does not change even though it moves — con-

stantly moves to manifest itself.

In my first glimpse of pure subjectivity, the gesture of

the smile had these three aspects of knower, knowing, and

known, that told me of a way of knowning that entailed no

reflexive mechanism, had no need for objectification, and



Pure Subjectivity 161

>k no movement ot the mind. There was nothing about

this seeing lor pure subjectivity) that could either be called

self-conscious or God-conscious, because the eye needed

nothing within or without in order to know itself. The

known is not an image or reflection of the knower; it is not

an idea or an appearance in the knower's mind; and certainly

it is not an illusion. Rather, the known (object) is the un-

known (subject) as well as the knowing (mediator) which

together form the trinitarian aspects of the One eye seeing

itself. The eye has no need to be aware of itself because there

is nothing that is not itself; thus, it has no reflexive mechan-

ism and cannot be said to be self-conscious. What this

means — to me at least — is that pure subjectivity lies out-

side and beyond all consciousness.

Nevertheless, because we find the same three aspects

of seer, seeing, and seen, as features of all consciousness

(though in a less pure form) we can easily make the mistake

of equating two entirely different ways of knowing. It is a

great error, I think, to identify pure subjectivity as any form

of self-consciousness; even if these two ways of knowing ap-

pear intellectually and logically analogous, the fact remains

that on an experiential level, they are totally incompatible.

If this were not the case — if they were compatible, then no

transition would be necessary. This journey then, is not a

transition between self-consciousness and God-conscious-

ness, nor did it culminate in any knowledge equating self

and God.

At the end of the first movement, however, there is a

type of God-consciousness wherein we are as much aware

of the still-point at the center of our being as we are aware

of ourselves; thus, we know we are part and parcel of God
and a run-on with the Divine, but this type of consciousness

still belongs to the self; it is not pure subjectivity. Strictly

speaking then, the transition of the second movement may
not be a transition in consciousness at all; though an ob-

vious change in consciousness takes place, the major transi-
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tion is the discovery of a new way of knowing and seeing

that goes beyond anything we call consciousness, and cer-

tainly beyond anything we could call "self."

Unless pure subjectivity is known as an immediate ex-

perience, there may be no way to understand it. Even after

it is experienced, it may still not be adequately understood;

and in my case, even when it had been both experienced and

understood, it was still not easy to accept. The reason for

this difficulty was because God-as-object died hard, so hard

in fact, it was not entirely dead after both knowing and ex-

periencing that as an object, God was no longer available.

It was the disintegration of God-as-object, not the dis-

appearance of the self, that proved to be the most difficult

and bewildering aspect of the journey. While the self had be-

come nothing but a stillness and silence within, the auto-

matic mental or psychological movement of my mind to

focus on God as an object went right on, and toward the

end of the journey became a peculiar type of problem. It

seems that trying to make God an object was the last and

final unconscious movement of my mind to be put to rest.

As an object, God was an unquestioned certitude, an imme-

diate knowledge like the most basic fact of life. As said be-

fore, I knew God as well as I knew myself — which doesn't

say much, but at least it says something.

Prior to the journey, God had not been an object in the

sense of being completely "other" to myself. I looked upon

Him as part and parcel of my true self, the completion of my
wholeness as an individual and the very core of my being.

In this way God was an aspect of my own subjectivity, but

an aspect I could still focus on, or sink to, by an interior

movement of love, or whatever faculty it was that enabled

me to be aware of God as the still-point within. It was as if

God were half-subject half-object, and in this union I felt

most secure. It was a knowledge and security born of the

first movement and sustained for over twenty years, or until

this journey — the second movement — began.
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In the years between those two movements I sometimes

had experiences in which the line of separation between self

and God seemed to disappear, and though I searched

myselfi could not come upon any clear knowledge or certi-

tude regarding what was His and what was mine. This was
not so much the experience of loss of self as the loss of a

clear-cut line of demarcation. At first these experiences were

few and far between, but later they grew closer together,

until it became a cause for concern when I seemed to come
to a permanent and quite natural state in which a division

between self and God was no longer apparent. Once the line

of separation disappears there is no "other," there is no self,

and though life went on as usual, I had no certitude of who
was living it — God or myself. To be lost and dissolved in

God was highly desirable, but to be lost and dissolved in

nothing knowable — as is God-as-subject — was not, in my
opinion, the way things should go.

Looking back from my present perspective, I now see

what I failed to see at the time: with the loss of self there is

also a loss of God-as-object. These two, self and God-as-ob-

ject, are so intimately bound together we cannot possibly

lose one without losing the other; yet, this never dawned on

me until after both losses had become an accomplished fact.

But before this happened, I did not cling to my self in

the need for individual autonomy, since I knew I was totally

dependent upon God anyway. What I clung to was the line

of separation, because it is only a sense of separation that

makes it possible for God to be an object to the self. Since I

had always taken this division for granted, I was all the

more amazed and disconcerted when it (the line, so to

speak) disappeared. Those who would tell us that God is all

that remains when the division between God and self is no

longer apparent, may be speaking prematurely, because on

an experiential level, God is not what we think He is or will

be. When first seen, He may not be recognized or known at

all. Thus, finding out what remains in the absence of self is
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the pearl of great price, a long journey, a change of con-

sciousness, and the beginning of a new life.

Even at the end of the journey, and with my first

glimpses of pure subjectivity, I thought that although God-
as-subject was, without a doubt, the highest truth ever en-

countered, its seeing and knowledge brought about less

human satisfaction than knowing God-as-object. As an ob-

ject, God is hard to beat. He is the object of our love, our

will, and our desires; with or without an image, he is the ob-

ject of our minds and feelings; he is the object we see in

others and in all of nature; he is our constant companion

and other half; he is the one we look for in every relation-

ship. And having seeen this object all my life, it seemed ter-

rible and unnecessary for God to do away with such a con-

soling and meaningful factor in human existence. I could

never have done away with God-as-object because I could

never have stopped my faculties from looking for this —
their true object.

Consequently, I regarded pure subjectivity as a passing

foretaste of the way God would be known after death, and

tried to put it aside as not belonging to a permanent way of

knowing in the here and now. But what I went on to dis-

cover was that God-as-subject could not be put aside any-

more than God-as-object could be made to take its place.

This then, was the peculiar dilemma I encountered at the

end of the journey: the dilemma of being subtly cornered

between two ways of knowing in which the choice was not

mine to make.

It took many overwhelming and lasting experiences of

pure subjectivity to finally realize its total relevance in the

here and now. The initial experiences were a combination of

possession, revelation, and seeing in which there was no one

to be possessed, nothing for it to be revealed to, and the see-

ing was only a seeing of itself. It was like the stealthy oblit-

eration of everything but the consciousness of Itself. In the

last chapter I described such an experience and was mis-
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taken to think it a passing infusion, because it turned out

that what had initially been so awesome and unbelievable,

gradually became a continuous clear reality. Somehow, it

seemed necessary to see again and again how pure subjectiv-

ity was, itself, the now-moment, the continuous wakeful-

ness, the concentrated wholeness, the intensity, and the

great abiding certitude all of which adds up to an experien-

tial understanding of how pure subjectivity works.

Then finally, after many months, the day came when
that subtle movement — or whatever it was that persistently

searched for God-as-object — disappeared, and God-as-

subject came into its own. I might add, this was also the day

I saw how Christ was all form, which somehow seemed re-

sponsible for putting a blessed, irrevocable end to the mind's

automatic search for an object. Thereafter the mind never

made the slightest movement to "look," and in this way,

learned to live fully in the now-moment. All this took time,

however, but then time seems to be of Its essence because

God must have some measure for the events in a woman's

life.

Realizing that this transition from God-as-object to

God-as-subject will not be understood by everyone, I can-

not leave this discussion without affirming my conviction

that when it comes to living a good life, being a good per-

son, or establishing a deep relationship with God, this tran-

sition is not really necessary. As a subject or as an object,

God is God, and the only thing that changes in this transi-

tion is the way of knowing Him. God of the woods, the still-

point and silence within, known or unknown, subject or ob-

ject, it is all God, and life is just a movement toward a clearer

vision. Naturally I do not know if everyone must eventually

make this transition, but I would think it easier to make
after death or without the interference of so many psycho-

logical and intellectual habits that tend to impede this jour-

ney in the here and now.

As I hope I have shown, empirical reality is not itself
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an obstacle to seeing; rather, it is what we think about this

reality that creates an obstacle to a transition that otherwise

might not have been necessary in the first place. As it stands

now, I still have a number of problems due to the continual

need to compromise. I am surrounded by people with

whom I need to relate; I live amid values, ideas, and opin-

ions on which I must express myself; and because of this en-

vironment, I am continually impressed with the difficulty of

sharing a journey with others who do not see as I now see.

Yet this very inability, this abiding difficulty, only brings

home to me the more how incomplete life is and ever will be

until everyone can see.



Self

The usual method of studying the self is to view it in

relation to the collective, the other, the unconscious, or

whatever is designated as the not-self. My approach to this

study, however, is by a different route. Because of this jour-

ney I was able to view the self as relative to its absence, or

no-self; in other words, I learned what was when I learned

what Is. Although every method of learning is by some rela-

tive means, the study of self relative to the not-self yields a

different set of insights, experiences, and conclusions than

when it is studied relative to no-self; and, naturally, it is only

with these latter findings that I am presently concerned.

Owing to this particular approach, I must leave behind

the usual theories, psychological speculations, and methods

of studying the self, especially when these begin with the as-

sumption that self is a permanent entity, an indelible fixture

of human nature. My own point of departure was the sud-

den realization that this was not so. It is important, I think,

to point out these differences because what I have to say

may be incomprehensible and unacceptable to those who
have taken the traditional route. In turn, I might add that I

have never understood the analytical approach or scheme of

the psyche; it somehow failed to recognize God as the true

center of man's being and thus, on an experiential level,

such an approach has ever remained foreign and incompre-

hensible to me.

167
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I think it is safe to begin by saying that without the re-

flexive ability of the mind to bend back on itself, there

would be no thinker of thoughts, no doer of doing, no feeler

of feelings, and thus, there would be no such thing as a self.

In its own right, the reflexive mechanism of the mind is not

the self; rather, it is only a mechanism that makes self possi-

ble — I would even say, inevitable. But the mechanism en-

abling us to look inward and become self-conscious is the

same mechanism enabling us to look outward and become

object-conscious so that together, they form the two sides of

our ordinary subject-object consciousness necessary for an

empirical way of knowing.

If we were to deny we could look inward to study the

self as object, we would also have to deny we could look

outward to study empirical objects; therefore, because they

share the same type of consciousness, the self is as real and

factual as any piece of scientific information. Yet, like all

such information, it is provisional at best, subject to change,

and in the end, utterly perishable.

The experience that initiated this journey was the per-

manent silencing or closing down of the reflexive mechan-

ism of the mind, with the result that it became impossible to

remember myself. I could no longer reflect backward or in-

ward, and though I strove with all possible energy to remain

self-conscious, my mind kept falling back into the silence of

no-self-consciousness. When this occurred, I blacked out

because there was nothing there anymore — there was no

thinker of thoughts, no doer of doing. Not only as an object

had self disappeared, but as a self-conscious mechanism, self

had become an impossibility.

When fully conscious, however, I knew that some as-

pect of my mind had opened onto the Unknown in a con-

templative gaze with which I was well acquainted, but a

gaze that had never been so continuously enforced or per-

manently focused; a gaze out of which the mind could not

move. (The Unknown is not, of course, the blackout, the
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darkness, or the unconsciousness; rather, the self is all these

things. Indeed, God is not the dark of the mind; self as sub-

ject is this darkness.) By allowing this gaze full rein I became

used to not looking within, and in this way I was able to

stay awake and overcome the continual inclination to fall

back into the emptiness and void of self-consciousness.

Realizing the self was gone, I looked inward on one oc-

casion to behold not one, but two voids, and at seeing this I

felt as if my life's energy had suddenly been drained away. It

was a sense of life I never knew I had because it was not

connected with the mind or consciousness, nor with the

body and its ordinary energies. This was not a passing ex-

perience; on the contrary, it was the onset of discovering a

new life, a life wherein there was no feeling of self anymore
— a life I had first to discover, and later, to adjust to.

Thus, in the first event or closing down of the reflexive

mechanism, I could no longer remember myself; in the sec-

ond event, or the withdrawal of the sense of personal energy,

I could no longer feel myself. I believe this sequence of

events to be important because, in retrospect, it enabled me
to piece together this phenomenon called the self, a phe-

nomenon which seems to disappear in the order of its initial

appearance. And as to how the self arises, I will have some-

thing to say in a moment.

After these two events, and as I moved through the

following weeks and months, I gradually discovered that

the major result of these bewildering experiences was the

disappearance of the entire affective system. It took a full

year, however, before this dawned on me, and the circum-

stances under which it did so — the horrible void I saw on

the beach — made it, initially, a hard pill to swallow. I saw

myself as unwittingly trapped without a means of escape

when I realized that once the self is gone, the resultant state

is irreversible; the affective system could not be resurrected.

In turn, this recognition was responsible for the unfelt, un-

known terror and dread that afterwards came to mind. But
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once it had been confronted openly on the hillside, this in-

sane phenomenon never reappeared.

It was here I discovered that the stillness of no-self

would hold fast against the most terrifying and unknown
machinations of the mind. I learned that without any feel-

ings to back it up, the mind is absolutely powerless to effect

a single thing. At the same time, it became obvious that the

stillness and silence of no-self was, indeed, a marvelous and

irreversible blessing.

Through these events I came to understand how the in-

definable, almost unconscious, personal sense of subjective

energy and life was the nucleus, the tough core around

which the affective system was built; a system that not only

belongs to the self, but is the self. This feeling of personal

life is like a seed within that branches out to permeate every

aspect of our being. So to be without a self means to be

without this seed, this gut-level feeling of personal being,

along with all its branches, the entire affective system. In the

second event of the journey then, this seed and all to which

it had given rise was uprooted in one full sweep, like a tree

that had suddenly been felled. Life goes on, but it is a new
life, one that is neither personal nor impersonal — it is simply

a life without a self.

So this was what I discovered: that self is the entire af-

fective emotional network of feelings, from the most subtle

unconscious stirrings of energy, to the obvious extremes of

passionate outbursts. Though separate from the cognitive

system, the affective life so infiltrates the mind and all its

processes that we can never separate our energies from the

cognitive faculties as long as the reflexive mechanism re-

mains intact.

Ordinarily we do not realize the extent of this infiltra-

tion because we like to believe we can be purely objective at

times, when in fact we cannot. Subjectivity and objectivity

are two sides of the same coin — the same type of con-

sciousness — and though the cognitive structure remains in-
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tact when the affective system disappears, it then functions

in a different way, a way I have tried to describe in the last

chapter.

To account for the rise of the affective system, we need

only remember that the child feels long before he thinks. It

is only gradually, with the development of the brain, that he

discovers a separation exists between the seer and the seen,

and with this discovery he becomes self-conscious. And
once this takes place, his feelings become inseparably fused

with his knowing. Thereafter both the knowledge and the

feeling of self are all but indistinguishable. When the self dis-

appears, this knowledge and feeling of a self disappear to-

gether like twin systems of a single circuit.

Because feeling precedes self-consciousness, it should

be noted that the mere acknowledgment of self as an object

of consciousness is insufficient to account for the self's exis-

tence. Without a sense of personal energy or feeling to back

it up, such knowledge is so lifeless and meaningless, it is no

more than a mental construct as easily dispelled as a child's

belief in Santa Claus. The self is more than a knowledge of

its own existence, and what this more is, is a gut-level feel-

ing of energy, drive, power, and of a will that, when linked

with the cognitive faculties, becomes the subjective certitude

"this is me." This energy permeates our thoughts, words,

and deeds to such an extent that we have come to believe

these feelings are part and parcel of what it means to be

human — a belief I now see is a great mistake.

Although the feeling of personal energy — which, in

the early years, is indistinguishable from the sensation of

simple physical energy — precedes the conscious knowledge

"this is me," I think it is obvious that the self only becomes a

force when self-consciousness — which is the reflexive me-

chanism — develops to the point of claiming this physical

energy for its own. Thus, no matter how much physical

energy a man has, without this self-conscious mechanism

there could be no feeling of personal energy. Without a
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sense of possession, physical energy has no more meaning,

no more feeling behind it, than the noticeable effects of air

and water to which no one can make a personal claim.

When the reflexive mechanism closes down, however,

the feeling of physical energy again becomes separated from

self-consciousness, and though this energy remains, it can-

not be experienced in the same possessive way as it was be-

fore. Cut off from self-consciousness, the knowledge and

feeling of getting around under our own steam is gone. At

first this gives way to something akin to a sense of weight-

lessness, an unusual type of knowledge (not really a physi-

cal sensation) that will remain with us as long as any relative

difference between the old way of feeling life and the new
way of knowing life can be noticed or recalled. As we accli-

mate to this new life, the old ways of feeling energy are

quickly forgotten, or so I learned from experience.

In the history of the self then, physical energy comes

first. Self-consciousness comes next, and develops to the

point of becoming aware of physical energy within the

body, which it then claims as its own. In this way, the re-

flexive mechanism of the mind, which is not the self, never-

theless gives rise to the self or makes it possible. But with

this recognition of personal energy, a division is created be-

tween what was initially physical energy, and what we will

now call "self-energy," will, or mental, psychic energy,

which some people believe is beyond the physical realm —
and in some ways it is. Where at first there was only energy

of the body, now there is energy of the mind, which resulted

when the sense of personal energy infiltrated the cognitive

system seemingly to energize its thoughts and acts. It goes

without saying that, of itself, thought has no power or

meaning unless there is some force or drive to back it up.

Rid thought of this power, and thinking appears to be no

more than a neurological mechanism of the brain. Ultimately

then, self is not the thinker of thoughts; rather, at its most

subtle, rock-bottom level, self is nothing more, yet nothing
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less, than the consciousness of "personal" energy.

Given this history, it should be obvious that if some-

one wanted to go beyond the self, it would be useless to try

to alter either the cognitive or affective systems. As long as

the brain persists with its automatic reflexive mechanism, it

would only bring about another self no matter how we try

to suppress or tamper with these systems. So whatever the

reflexive mechanism is, it is strategic both to a life with a self

and a life without a self. This is why I have said that only an

outside agent can bring about the demise of the self; an

agent, however, that has a physiological counterpart. I am
convinced that we may some day discover the secret of this

reflexive mechanism and in doing so, we will have discovered

the difference between man and beast. A premature cut-off of

this mechanism could prove more damaging to human life

than anything man has yet devised for its destruction.

Nevertheless, when the time is ripe — a time no man
knows of — this mechanism gives out, gives way to a life

that is beyond any need of a self. This does not mean we fall

back into an infantile or bestial form of life. Though we
continue to share in every strata of existence, the disintegra-

tion of the self is a forward, not a backward, movement.

Once the mind has been appropriately conditioned to its

human potential, it does not forfeit this in order to see "that"

which lies beyond it.

The impermanence of the self is comparable, perhaps,

to the pineal body or organ in the center of the brain, which

is said to be functional in the developmental years but later

ceases to function. In similar fashion, the self, which was

necessary for a specific way of knowing in the first part of

life, ceases to function when it has outgrown its usefulness.

Thus, the intervention of an outside agent has something to

do with man's reaching an unknown level of psychological

development, integration, or evolution, before this agent

can act, or before man can dare to live without a self. In-

deed, the very need for integration is to come to a point of
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graceful disintegration; the need for personal wholeness is to

pass into a greater wholeness; and the purpose of having a

self is to eventually go beyond it.

The knowledge of individual wholeness and unity real-

ized before the journey began, is akin, though not identical

to, the wholeness that remains when the journey is over, or

when there is no self. Once we pass over the line, it becomes

possible to realize a greater wholeness than that of individual

being, which is the wholeness of all that Is. The unity of the

self has disappeared, disintegrated, and given way to a

wholeness that has no parts and therefore cannot be said to

be integrated. Nevertheless, it was the initial integration

that constituted the necessary preparation for the journey,

and without it, I do not see how the passage could be made.

To have no-self, there must first be a self — a whole self.

In recent years we have begun to explore the process of

integration, but it will undoubtedly be a long time before we
get around to investigating the process of disintegration;

and for now, at least, I know of no one who even admits to

such a possibility. Perhaps this study will come about

through the efforts to extend our knowledge of the aging

process. But as it stands now, it seems the self is regarded as

an eternally divine necessity from birth to death — and into

the beyond. It is this refusal to look beyond that makes the

usual study of self such a closed system of investigation; and

this refusal, like every unquestioned assumption, turns out

to limit, confine, and eventually entrap us, when it leaves

no door open to change, or to that which lies beyond the

system itself.

Now that we have seen that the core of self is a sense of

personal energy, we must go on to say something of the

branches to which this seed gives rise: the entire affective

system, which includes not only the emotions, but feelings
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we do not ordinarily associate with the system at all. What
follows then, is what I know of this system, based not only

upon what I discovered during the journey, but upon much
that I learned before it began.

Since the affective system is on a single relative contin-

uum, I look upon it as a seesaw, where the ends of the board

(or continuum) represent the extremes of attraction and re-

pulsion, and the area closest to the near immovable center

represent its more subtle, often unconscious, movements.

Supposing that the fulcrum on which this continuum

rests is the cognitive system, we can see that the process of

integration is a balancing act wherein the ultimate goal is

maintaining an equilibrium against all forces to the con-

trary. The greatest force acting against this balance comes

from the extremities of the continuum; the most subtle

forces closest to the center, are responsible for our first

spontaneous movements in either direction.

Obviously, optimum stability is achieved at the center

of the two systems, a center wherein the contemplative

eventually discovers maximum access to the still-point —
which is a point not of the system but discoverable through

it. In fact, the contemplative's sole reason for desiring this

stability or unity between systems is because the silent,

quiet, near immovable center of the continuum (self or af-

fective system) is the gateway to the true center of his being

— the still-point. Thus, where the equilibrium sought by the

non-contemplative is only between the two systems them-

selves, the contemplative seeks an alignment between these

systems and the still-point — once again, not to be confused

with the near immovable center of the affective system.

I cannot say for certain if the center of the affective

system is actually immovable; all I know is that this center is

where the contemplative makes contact with God. It goes

without saying, of course, that God is not immovable,

much less a still-point; these terms are simply the language

of experience and do not attempt to define God. Therefore,
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the still-point refers to that experiential unlocalized "spot" in

ourselves where man runs into God. For man's part, this

spot seems to be at the center of the affective continuum

which, I might add, does not appear to be dependent upon
the fulcrum below.

The contemplative is continually scanning this contin-

uum looking for its stillest point, but often cannot find it;

therefore, the still-point, when it can be seen, acts like a bea-

con on which the contemplative focuses his gaze and, in do-

ing so, is pulled like a magnet toward this center wherein the

affective system comes to a standstill. In this way, the still-

point acts as the greatest inhibitor of the affective contin-

uum that we know of; it gradually immobilizes all move-

ments along the continuum by bringing them to rest in an

undisturbable sense of peace, silence, and stillness. Above
all, it rests in the certitude of Its presence.

As an inexperienced contemplative, I noticed how I

often ruined this sense of presence by becoming so emotional

about it that God was overshadowed and effaced by the ex-

tremes of my reactions. I knew I had to be still, but by my
own efforts could not do this. When I tried to ignore this

presence, to let it be, to make nothing out of it, this worked

better; but unfortunately it doesn't work the other way
around. We can ignore God, but he can no more ignore us

than he can cease to exist, and because he exists he touches

us, and for this reason I made little progress in my efforts to

maintain the necessary interior stillness.

It was only after the dark night of the soul, wherein a

shift occurred between God as a sensible, felt presence, to

God as a knowable, seeable (but veiled) presence, that I was

able to make continuous contact with the still-point without

an affective overflow. At the same time I discovered — to

my relief — that I could no longer experience the extremes

of the continuum, because after this night nothing was able

to alter the deep sense of peace, stillness, and strength at the

center of myself. But if the board no longer dipped to ex-
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tremes, it continued to go up and down. For years, this inner

core oi "all is well was tested by a great variety of exterior

(not interior) torces that tried to move the imperturbable

center. At times I wondered what kept me from sliding off

the deep end, but at the last minute the still-point would

open up, expand, and draw everything into its silence.

After many years and long practice on this beam, I

knew I had gradually edged my way to the center, or close

enough so that none of my responses to life's events went

beyond spontaneous first movements; movements, how-
ever, that could as well be in one direction as another. Be-

cause they were so automatic and spontaneous, these move-
ments seemed not to be under my control, and about this, I

was highly skeptical. I never cared for instinctual living, and

ever chose my head over my emotions. Then too, I had little

trust in any aspect of the affective system since it never

taught me the truth about anything. I knew better than to

base any faith, hope, or charity on how I felt that day. For

these reasons I looked upon such spontaneous movements

as a peculiar impasse to absolute stillness. Though harmless

in themselves, I found these movements more mystifying

than anything encountered before, because I was not sure if

they were of myself, of God, or of some unknown instinc-

tual force. Finally I decided they represented a gap between

myself and God, a mysterious dividing line, an impasse I

could not see my way around. But by adopting a wait-and-

see attitude I was able to come to the point of watching

these movements without acting on them. It was while

watching that I made a curious discovery.

The gap between the near immovable center of the con-

tinuum and the still-point turned out to be a battleground

for two opposing forces, forces that were not between the

affective extremes or between the two systems themselves,

but two mysterious forces that, strangely, seemed to have

nothing to do with me whatsoever.

On one occasion, I had the unique experience of quietly
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observing this battle rage within myself without being

touched in any way. Here, for the first time I asked myself:

who is watching this? who is this outside observer? Natural-

ly, I had no answer. When the battle dissolved, I took for

granted some issue had been settled, but having no idea

what this was, I put the incident aside as yet another mys-

tery of the contemplative life.

Shortly after, I understood this battle and realized that

what we usually think of as good and evil are actually the

forces of self-preservation and self-extinction. The line be-

tween them is like a gate that the preserving forces would

close to anyone going beyond, while the forces for extinc-

tion are the power that keeps the gate open. It was after this

battle that I realized the impasse had been removed. The in-

stinctive, spontaneous first-movements on the continuum

were gone, and I came upon the clear possibility of making

a more complete alignment with the still-point. What hap-

pened when the alignment was made is the story of this

journey, a journey that not only went beyond all affective

movements, but beyond the continuum itself.

In this way, the still-point gradually drew this system

into its silence, and once the stillness was complete, the con-

tinuum was no more, the self was no more, and being rela-

tive to these, the still-point was no more. Union with God
then, is not complete until there is nothing left to be united.

Between the self (the still center on the affective continuum)

and God (the still-point) there is no gap remaining. What is

left is what Is, all that Is, and Its identity is unmistakable.

A friend recently told me that the falling away of the

affective system was invariably a psychotic symptom.

While I had never heard this before and have no idea if it's

true, my present perspective is quite the opposite. As I see

it, the affective system is not only the cause of every psy-

chological illness, it is the cause of all man's suffering. An
organic problem, without this system, could not give way
to psychological or mental suffering, because there would
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be no fears, anxieties, or all the rest that so easily erupt into

emotional disturbances.

In keeping with this is the admission of a gentleman

who said he was terrified at the thought of losing his self.

What he had obviously failed to realize was that the terror

and dread he felt is the self, and that without a self there can

be no such feelings. In fact, a sure sign the self is gone is the

absence of these affective symptoms. So as long as there is

any fear of losing the self, the self remains — in which case

there is nothing to worry about one way or the other. But

this is why the histories of those who have truly gone be-

yond the self will never be found in psychiatric literature.

With no problems in the affective domain, few people

would be in need of a psychiatrist or analyst; indeed, with-

out an affective system, or without a self, this whole school

of thought would be out of business.

Yet we cling to the affective system out of fear of what

life would be like without it. We're afraid that without feel-

ings we will be inhuman, cold, insensitive, robot-like crea-

tures, so detached from this world that we might as well be

dead. Needless to say, there is no truth in this view at all; it

is just another myth created out of fear of the unknown —
where all myths come from. Nevertheless, to explain what

life is like without this system is not easy because it must be

lived to be understood, and any description of it only gives

rise to an unending chain of philosophical arguments. All

that need be said here is that it is a dynamic, intense state of

caring; caring for whatever arises in the now-moment. It is a

continuous waking state in which the physical organism re-

mains sensitive, responsive, and totally unimpaired. When
the journey is over, nothing is found to be missing or want-

ing. It is only in the encounter with other selves that a self —
or affective system — is seen as a continuous reminder of

what was.

One of the reasons such a state is difficult to under-

stand is that few people realize, within themselves, the full
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extent of what the affective system really is. Some people

think of it as the loving heart in man when, actually, this is

but a fraction of its reality. A far larger part consists of the

only true diabolical force in existence and, unfortunately,

these affective extremes are not far apart — they're only rel-

ative one to the other. A way out of this dilemma of relativ-

ity would be to live on only half the beam — the good half,

that is — but it doesn't work this way; either we are poten-

tially subject to all these movements or we are subject to

none of them. Some movements, however, are so subtle, we
think of them — mistakenly — as primarily cognitive, or

sometimes as merely physical, and since filtering out this

system from the rest of our being is so impossible, we seek

integration as a way of at least keeping it in line.

It is imperative to examine closely and realize that the

root of the affective system is a sense of selfhood; a feeling

of personal being which is identical to its will, its drives,

motivations, values, and goals. This branches out to give

rise to memories, desires, expectations. This fans out still

further to color every perception and thought, until it

reaches into every experience including the aesthetic sense of

beauty, a sense of natural order, a sense of contentment,

peace, boredom, tiredness, loneliness, ad infinitum. In a

word, this system includes every sense of psychological in-

teriority, and feeling of contemplative spirituality, that we
know of.

Because the self is all this and so much more, any de-

scription of what remains when it falls away is bound to

raise questions of a moral, behavioral, relational, and even

of a metaphysical nature. Without a self there arises the

question: what becomes the standard of measurement for

the good life, right action, decisions, values and so on? To

say there is no standard is to say the incomprehensible, but

also to say the truth; a truth, however, that is only relative

to having no self. Before coming to this state, standards

must exist because it is the nature of the self to create them,

and then to live by them.
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It is difficult to understand an effortless, choiceless

state that needs no standard to survive. The mind cannot

grasp this realm of the non-relative, a realm that has noth-

ing to do with the fusion of opposites or the maintenance of

a balance between the poles of differences and variations.

This state is nothing more than a simple straightforward

look at what Is, a look that can no longer scan a continuum

that doesn't exist, for options that do not exist. Nor does it

look backward or forward because in the now-moment each

moment is sufficient unto itself. It is impossible to step out-

side this moment wherein there is no choice and no standard.

It was this non-relative dimension I found missing

when searching through the contemplative literature for in-

sight into this particular state. Since self is a sense of inter-

iority, the criteria of my search for this second contempla-

tive movement was the absence of an interior life — which,

of course, I did not find. Instead, I encountered the usual

descriptions of love and bliss, lights and energies, God with-

in and the true self, all of them descriptive of the first move-

ment, and all of them belonging to the purely relative affec-

tive system.

I understood some of these experiences, but had to dis-

count them as belonging to the present movement. I found

no one who admitted or even suggested the complete falling

away of the affective life. At most it seems that only its neg-

ative aspects are said to disappear, and it was this fact I

found most questionable. If we are to live permanently at

the positive affective pole, I do not see the possibility of a

balanced life, nor do I see the impossibility of sooner or later

experiencing a dip in the opposite direction. With the excep-

tion of the near immovable center, every point or move-

ment on the continuum is relative to some other movement;

thus, as long as the system exists we can never get beyond

the relativity of our experiences. Feelings of love, bliss, joy,

and all things ineffable are merely relative to their opposite,

their absence, or some other point along the continuum; so

when I encountered these descriptions I knew they were not
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what I was looking for. They were not indicative of the sec-

ond movement beyond the self.

It occurred to me that the falling away of the affective

life might be a piece of esoteric knowledge not given to the

outsider, or even to the proficient, because he would not un-

derstand it ahead of time, and as a future prospect, it could

prove frightening. So as it stands now, the high contempla-

tive goal is generally regarded as a state of uninterrupted

bliss or ecstatic union, which has become the incentive and

the expectation.

With regard to both movements this is nonsense, of

course, but more especially when it is applied to the second

non-relative movement that knows no such descriptions of

interiority. More to the point in accounting for this non-rel-

ative state would be a description of the new life: "what is/'

and how it works. I would even characterize it as a tough

and restrictive condition because it is centered in a stillness

out of which it cannot move. At the same time, this state is

fluid because it knows no rules and laws of order; it has no

standards. Outside this state, however, lies the plane of rela-

tivity, synonomous with subjectivity, obstruction, indefin-

iteness and vagueness, for which reason it strives mightily to

find laws and principles to govern what is. Obviously the

affective life fills this prescription.

For all this it could be said, nevertheless, that the affec-

tive system is a fairly sturdy tree of personal life in which

every mature adult eventually feels at home. If there is any

problem with this tree it is that some of its fruit is good and

some of it is not so good, and as long as the tree remains

productive, there is the potential for yielding either kind.

This is the risk involved, the price to be paid for the knowl-

edge that makes scientific and cultural achievements possible;

but however much we are indebted to the good fruit, there

is nothing eternal about this tree. At best, it is a temporary

mechanism for developing a certain type of intelligence, an

intelligence we must eventually learn to live without; if not

now, then later.
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Perhaps the most relevant questions to be asked re-

garding the tailing away of the affective system would be

these. What takes the place of its better aspects, or how are

we to account for charity, sympathy, compassion, and

love? And, how would it be possible to look upon the non-

relative as a "better" state if it is lacking in such virtues7

For someone who has made the passage, these ques-

tions do not arise because such a person is not aware of the

absence of virtue. What is absent, however, is the need to

practice virtue. What remains after the passage is not un-

kind, un-understanding, condemning, or any of the rest; so

the need to practice virtue does not arise. What before we
had to strive for, or put there, is now "there" of its own ac-

cord as if it were the most natural thing in the world.

But if these questions are not relevant to the state itself,

they will invariably arise in its description, and at one point

these questions were put to me in a manner I did not, at

first, understand.

When handing back my account, a religious friend

said to me, "What I want to know is how you think this

journey changed you? What were its effects? In what way
are you different now?" His questions took me by surprise

because to tell the truth, I thought I'd said it all. I thought

the changes that took place were so obvious that despite my
lack of talent, the events alone had somehow told the story.

With his queries, however, I saw my mistake and realized

that though I should write forever, I could never make clear

to others the changes that were so obvious to me. Recently

someone passed on to me a Hindu saying to the effect: those

who say they see, do not see, because those who see, say

nothing. I can now add to this: even those who say they see,

say nothing. Thus, whether we speak up or say nothing, it

makes no difference.

My friend's questions, however, stuck in my mind. I

was continually thinking of all the things I hadn't said —
and there's quite a lot of that — but none of it, I thought,

apropos to his questions. Finally I decided that since he was
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a religious individual, he must have been referring to the

usual standard of Christian measurement: by their fruits

you shall know them. So the questions become: am I a bet-

ter person — a better Christian? am I more charitable? do I

love God more? am I more virtuous? and so on. Although

the idea of answering 'no" to all this strikes me as particularly

wicked, this must nevertheless be my answer, because in

more ways than these even, there is nothing to show for

having taken this journey. In fact there is less to see now
than before, because the very occasions that once arose for

the practice of virtue no longer arise. This does not imply

the absence of good; it only means that as a practice, virtue

is absent. The key to understanding this lies, I believe, in the

fact that the will, which provides the power and drive to put

virtue and vice into motion, has disappeared.

If it has not been underscored before, it must be em-

phasized here, that the faculty of the will is itself, the core of

the affective system, the seed of the self, and the feeling of

personal energy that gives rise to the system in the first

place. Thought alone is powerless to act because it must be

moved by this feeling if it is to have any part in our behav-

iors. This then, was the major discovery regarding the self:

that its very nucleus is the will or volitional faculty.

Though I had been taught that the will was a cognitive

and not an affective faculty, I was never able to place it in

either category — at least experientially — since it was

somehow superior and more mysterious than either of these

faculties. What I see now, however, is that the will is not

truly associated with the cognitive, for the ordinary facul-

ties of the mind continue undisturbed in its absence. I also

see how the will is difficult to pinpoint if it is the instigator

and controller of the affective system, as well as the mysteri-

ous medium between mind and feelings. When the affective

system first disappears, it is not the emotions that abruptly

fall away; rather, it is the very source of their power that is

made immovable. As a result, the affective branches slowly



Self 185

fade and disappear bet ore we even know they are gone.

It is said that union with God is a union of the will,

and since the will is the self, we can see that when it perma-

nently disappears into the still-point, the entire affective sys-

tem is uprooted, cut off, and forever silenced. To some extent

the whole drama of the journey centers on the immobility of

the will or source of personal energy. Thus, from one per-

spective at least, all this passage really is, is the process of

acclimating to a life without this faculty. Though it does no

harm to retain the notion that the will is a cognitive faculty,

I think those who aspire to complete their union with God
had best be prepared — in the long run — to learn other-

wise. In any event, this may explain why, beyond the per-

sonal tree of life, there are no fruits: no virtue and no vice.

Living in the now-moment there is no question of how
we feel or should feel; there is no conflict, struggle, or prac-

tice of anything because this moment allows for no move-

ments backward or forward, either in time or along the con-

tinuum. Somehow each moment contains within itself the

appropriate action for each tiny event in life without the

need for thought or feeling. This is why, perhaps, a non-rel-

ative state raises so many philosophical and theological

questions. It is not understandable on an intellectual basis; it

is beyond the logic, the theory and the practices that we
once took for granted would last forever. Apart from the

immediate experience — if it can be called that — there is

nothing that can be known or observed of this state; it can-

not be seen for the looking — there is nothing to see.

I must say I have always found the Christian standard

of measurement somewhat questionable when it relies on

the subjective judgment and opinions of others, which are

often more questionable in themselves than what is observed.

Of those who witnessed the good works of Christ, for

example, some thought he performed these works through

the power of the devil, and others thought his behavior in-

sane. There was no consensus about this man; by his fruits
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alone, he was not known. There is a different way of know-
ing him, however; a hidden, personal way of understanding

his identity through our own identity with God. And with-

out this, it would be impossible to know him.

I would even go so far as to say that when it comes to

knowing others, I would not greatly trust what a person had

to say about himself because words are as limited to the

speaker as they are to the interpreter. This may sound skep-

tical, but I am convinced there is yet another way, a better

way of knowing others, a way that in some respects, doesn't

entail knowing them at all.

To understand how this works, it may be necessary to

move beyond our usual way of knowing, move to a non-

relative plane where it seems, at first, a contradiction exists.

Without a self, there is also no other, and therefore no rela-

tionship. How then is it possible to know others at all? To
ask it another way: how can we love our neighbor as ourself

when there is no self, no other, and no affective love? Before

answering this I would like to explain why — for me at least

— there were no changes in relationships either during or

after the journey; why this was one aspect of life that re-

mained unaffected by stepping over the line into a new way
of knowing. To do this I must first say how others were

known prior to the passage, since this is all that is really

needed for an explanation.

My first intimations of a way of knowing others —
apart from mere empirical appearances — occurred early in

life when listening to a discussion at the dinner table one

evening. My father had begun by quoting what a Jesuit had

to say on child-rearing practices, in which he compared the

infant to the vegetative stage of life. He didn't get very far,

however, before Mother interrupted. "Don't quote him to

me," she said. "He didn't have any!" With that, the discus-

sion was closed. But the conversation that followed was

more interesting.

It seems that mother never mistook her babes for peas



Self 187

and carrots. On the contrary, she claimed she could see the

Divine shining through the innocent eyes of the infant, a vi-

sion, she said, that never left once it had been seen. Now I

understood this as a miraculous feat that Mother could see

in me what I could not see in myself, and took for granted

that one had Hrst to be a mother before one could see this

phenomenon, this vision of God in others. Later on, of

course, I realized that one can only see in others what one

has first seen in herself.

Mother's philosophy of life was based on seeing into

the inner self. If I went to her complaining I was bored, had

no one to play with, or whatever the childhood grievance,

she would remind me never to be dependent upon anything

outside myself for my happiness. Joy and contentment, she

would say, are only found within and it is there we must

look for it — find it. Looking outside ourselves we might

think for a while we have found it, but it won't last. For our

happiness therefore, we were not to depend upon other peo-

ple, material possessions, or ever setting our heart on any-

thing to the extent we would be heartbroken if our expecta-

tions were not fulfilled. She also stressed that we must learn

how to enjoy being alone and spending time by ourselves.

To live this way, she added, we must first develop our inner

resources so that no matter what happened in life, we could

go right on as if nothing had happened. This then, was

Mother's philosophy of life, suitable to every circumstance

and propounded to us with numerous variations.

On a conscious level, I never took on this way of

thinking. To some extent I didn't have to because much of

what she said was part of growing up. No one had to tell me
I was independent or that I had to make my way in life or

find my own happiness. Yet, as I grew older, I realized what

a gold mine Mother had tapped within herself, and that the

real challenge of being independent was just this: tapping

the inner resources. But it was due to this early perspective

that I somehow — albeit unconsciously — managed to skip
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over the problem of relationships, because to be dependent

upon others was, quite simply, beyond my expectations.

Furthermore, what I learned to value in others was their in-

dependence, since it was the first thing I valued in myself.

For some individuals, however, it seems that the over-

riding concern or philosophy of life is that it consists of rela-

tionships, a perspective in which everything is seen as rela-

tional, interdependent, and necessary for personal survival.

This view places great emphasis on the I and the not-I as be-

ing necessary for human fulfillment. Naturally, relationships

will be the major concern — and the major problem as well.

Since this view is so foreign to me I can say little about it,

but it seems obvious that if we try to complete ourselves by

going out to the other (the not-I) before turning inward to

the true "Other," we are making a wrong turn — a tragic

mistake.

It is only when we realize our oneness with the true

Other that we come upon a unity and wholeness that can

withstand the test of all encounters with other selves. In this

way, no matter what happens in our relations with the out-

side world, we are not fragmented, we do not fall apart, be-

come lost, dependent, or see problems where there are

none. It is only after we come upon the Other — the still-

point at the center of our being — that we find the key to a

powerful sense of security and independence that then

allows us to go out to others, to be generous, to give them

their freedom, to be open-minded and understanding. If for

some reason we do not find this inner resource, we have no

choice but to grasp at what is without, and it is this prema-

ture movement outward instead of inward that gives rise to

all problems in relationships. The real problem in life is not

between people, but between the individual and his true

Other.

But let us say we have found our wholeness in God,

what then is our relationship with others? Since what we see

and love in others is only what we see and love in ourselves,
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it Follows that having found God within, we can now love

others as we love ourselves — love in them the same Other

we have found in ourselves. And since love of God is be-

yond the affective system (or so I thought before this jour-

ney^ so too is our love for others.

As a child, I once asked my father how it was that I felt

more love for my dog than 1 did for God? He laughed and

replied, "What you feel is called puppy love/ but love for

God is a strong will not to offend him." Later, in discussing

this emotional love versus love for God, I came to the con-

clusion that although the emotions may be the effect of

love, they are not love per se. Basically then, love for others

is a strong will not to hurt them, as well as desiring for them

the same good we desire for ourselves. Thus, I was convinced

at an early age that love was not an emotion, and as I moved
through a lifetime of experiences, I never learned anything

to the contrary.

Such a non-emotional basis of love will not be under-

stood by everyone, yet it is easy to see how problems arise

in relationships when love is based on our emotions. I have

met individuals who cannot form a lasting friendship apart

from emotional involvement and attachment, where the

other is expected to reflect like a mirror their moods,

humors, ideas, and schemes, and if the other does not re-

spond in like manner, they go elsewhere, find someone else.

Nevertheless, seeing God in others is not the same as seeing

him in ourselves because, where our seeing is an immediate

subjective movement inward, to see him in others we move
outward to see the individual first and God second. But

once seen, God is that quality in another that forever re-

mains indefinable, untouchable, can never be possessed, or

even adequately communicated.

This then was my outlook on the "other" and relation-

ships before the journey began, and why, with the falling

away of the affective system, there were no changes in per-

sonal relationships; although there was, in fact, a change in
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the way of knowing others. Where before, I had seen the in-

dividual first, and his true Other second, now the Other is

seen first. And the individual? Well, I do not see him at all

— not at least as before. Instead of a self I see ideas, behav-

iors, decisions, struggles, and much more, but I do not see a

self because it has paled, effaced by what is really there.

Once again, we can only see in others what we see in

ourselves; so when there is no self within, there is no self

without — which is why there are no others and no rela-

tionships on a non-relative plane. Empirically it may be true

that no man is an island, but beyond this level, multiplicity

fades away leaving only the One. On the empirical level of

differences, relations continue to exist, but exist without

problems because even here, we are aware of an intrinsic

bond between all that exists; so, although it is veiled, the

non-relative Oneness exists on every level we know of.

My eldest son objects to the notion that beneath the

facade of individual differences we are all the same. His idea

is that each individual is eternally unique despite his oneness

with God. I can understand this repugnance to the notion of

sameness; it somehow gives the idea that God is boring,

static, without variety, and that our individual differences

don't count for a thing. But when saying that beyond the

limitations of empirical form all things are essentially the

same, I refer only to the fact that God is all that exists; I do

not refer to what God is, what he does, or how he works.

To realize that all form is made of the same clay does not

subtract from the variety of form or its individual nature

and behavior; on the contrary, the sameness and difference,

the one and the many is, itself, the uniqueness and very es-

sence of God and all that exists.

This alone tells us that the self cannot possibly account

for our individuality. We have only to look at nature to see

that the trees, the clouds, and animals do not have a self and

yet are the very essence of variety and differentiation. Self

does not constitute true individuality because this essential

uniqueness remains when the self is gone.
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It is the affective system that gives rise to the feelings,

this is my being, my life, my individuality" and on and on;

but without a self there are no such feelings of possession or

mistaken identity, Once we see what Is we realize: that

which is different is also that which is the same. And as for

the fear of losing the distinctiveness of empirical form, it

takes but a single glimpse of what lies beyond this form to

see that an even more unique, moving, dynamic life is but a

step away. One glimpse of this new life and our present exis-

tence becomes boring, static, and insufficiently diversified by

comparison. But once we see this, we are ready to move on.

Altogether then, this is what I learned about the self.

To be human, man must have a self because it is part of the

subject-object type of consciousness necessary for survival.

It is a protective mechanism against physical death and a

state of unknowing. And for a time, at least, this is the way
it was meant to be. We did not fashion our own humanity

any more than we fashioned air and water. We are not of

our own doing. We did not give ourselves this consciousness

nor fashion for ourselves an affective system or a self. All

considered, human responsibility for what we really are, is

so small and the choices so limited, it amounts to little more

than the effort to avoid colliding with other objects.

I never chose my experiences as a child, never chose to

go through either of the movements that have been dis-

cussed, and I know that no matter what the circumstances

of life, this movement would have gone its own way. Out-

side our choosing and doing them, all is being moved by an

unknowable intelligence, moved in one sure direction, and

changing as it goes, wherein the goal is nothing more than

the movement itself. Thus, we move in and out of a variety

of existences, different ways of knowing and being, always

changing, always moving, and this movement is our de-

light, our revelation, and our very life.

In this passage we encounter much that is beautiful

and awesome, but as each step unfolds, we let go of the

present and move into the new without clinging to what is
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passing. In the effort to go against the flow, we hold onto

our insights, ideas, and experiences, thinking each one is the

last, only to discover we must move on, taking nothing with

us because what is essential at one time is accidental at

another, and it is change that is life's movement.

At one point in this journey, self comes forth, contrib-

utes what it can give, then fades forever beyond reach. Self

then, is part of this movement, a part through which all men
must pass, and the only aspect of the movement for which

man alone is responsible. But just as everything must

change, the self too eventually disintegrates and dissolves

into nothingness. The only thing we know that never

changes or passes away is the movement Itself.

As I see it, a contemplative is one who is aware of this

movement, striving at first to go with it, but later, discover-

ing he is being moved without effort. He abandons himself

to become part of it — one with it — until finally, he realizes

he has never been anything other than this movement Itself.
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Although the library, bookstores, and other sources of

inquiry yielded no enlightenment, I was not destined to

make this journey alone. As it happened, after searching far

and wide, I returned home to find help in my own backyard

when I discovered that Lucille, my friend and neighbor, was

also making this passage. Initially I had been attracted to

Lucille because I regarded her as a woman of extraordinary

intelligence whose dignity, strength of character, and

thoughtfulness of others, spoke to me of the completed indi-

vidual. Yet it wasn't until this journey that we truly found

one another and, like two wanderers in the unknown, the

encounter was a mutual surprise, an unexpected bonus

which we interpreted as no mere coincidence.

On my way to the library one afternoon, I stopped by

Lucille's house to see if she might be taking her daily walk in

my direction. While getting her things together she casually

asked me, "So what's new?" I replied, "I don't have a self

anymore." She turned to me with a bemused smile, "You, of

all people! No self?" and broke into such a hearty laughter

that I had to steady her on her feet. When she stopped

laughing she asked, "Now tell me, seriously, what does this

mean — you have no self?" I told her I didn't know, which

was why I was on my way to the library, to find out. Then
she began laughing all over again, and her laughter was in-

193
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fectious; after all, what could be more absurd than losing

your self?

As we walked along I told her about this unusual state

and described some of its effects. At one point she stopped

walking and turned to me, "You know," she said, "I recog-

nize what you are describing, but I'm wondering how you
know all this, because you are too young. What you are

talking about is the aging process. It is a change of con-

sciousness that is reserved for the final years. It is the last

stage in life, a getting ready for a new existence — and

you're too young!"

Since Lucille was eighty-five at the time, she was be-

wildered and a bit skeptical to find her experiences mirrored

in a woman almost forty years younger. She couldn't under-

stand how this could be and, naturally, I didn't understand

it myself. Nevertheless I suggested that since no one knew
the time or hour of death, I might pass away before she did;

in which case, I had better be as equally prepared. "Any-

thing is possible, but it's not usual," she replied; then added

with motherly concern, "anyway, you're not going to die!"

With that, we linked arms tightly and went on our way.

In the next two years of sharing this journey, we were

repeatedly struck by the similarity of our experiences, by

our individual but similar descriptions, and even by the sim-

ilarity of the coping mechanisms we had devised in the pro-

cess — she was continually giving me lessons on how to re-

member I was forgetful. She told me of her "compensations"

— as she called the seeing of "It" which I called Oneness —
and of the times she too, had "turned away" because of its

overwhelming intensity. In the Passageway, where I felt my-
self to be walking on the brink of insanity, she thought of

herself as walking on the "verge of senility." And where I felt

my mind to be in a vise, she described it as a caul. Since it

would be impossible to recount all of her experiences, let it

suffice to say that almost step by step, what I have described

of this journey belongs equally to Lucille.
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If there was any noticeable difference, it was that her

"self/' as she told me, had gradually fallen away over a

period of six years or more; it had not fallen away abruptly,

as in my case. Also, our major concern or emphasis was dif-

ferent. From beginning to end, my concern was the mystery

of what remained in the absence of self; whereas for Lucille,

the mystery lay in just how much of her self she could live

without. She never doubted for a moment, however, that

when everything was gone, when everything had been

"shed/' God would be all that remained — but then, accord-

ing to her, life would be over. Although my view was not

quite the same, the truth is, neither of us had any answers;

yet we shared our unknowing, and this sharing was exciting

and, at times, indescribably beautiful for we were convinced

we were sharing the greatest, most important event of the

human experience. Neither birth nor any experience up to

this time could hold a candle to the utter reality and awesome-

ness of this final journey. In truth, this is where life begins!

Three years from the commencement of this journey

and at this writing, Lucille, with her faculties and sense of

humor intact, entered into the fullness of the new life she

had discovered in this transition. Meeting her as I did at this

point in my life was tremendously important because, apart

from the joy of her companionship, this meeting forever dis-

pelled any notion I may have had about this being a rare,

extraordinary, mystical, or even private experience. Lucille

was totally convinced this experience reflected a transition

that the elderly of every generation had gone through and

were going through the world over; thus it was all in the

natural course of things. That I came upon this journey at

an earlier age merely attests to the nature of the contempla-

tive life, which is ever a step ahead of our ordinary, natural

expectations. In fact, it is this continual running ahead that

gives the contemplative life its supernatural flavor, because

grace, preceding nature, is a speeding up of the natural pro-

cesses; it is an advancement, like a rush on time.
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This explains why the contemplative does not have to

wait until middle age — as Jung would have it — before he

finds his true self. This discovery is a by-product of his

union with God, which can be reached at any age — even a

very young age — wherein the self is completely integrated

when it becomes wholly centered in God. So too, this jour-

ney beyond self does not have to wait for an advanced age;

indeed, arriving at this point in mid-life illustrates, if noth-

ing else, that man does not need a self to live by, not at this

stage at least, and not forever. In this way, the supernatural

exists to work in a short time what nature, so often waylaid

and bogged down by irrelevancies, accomplishes over a

longer period of time — and in some cases, never accomp-

lishes at all.

Time then, is a way of accounting for the supernatural

without placing it outside natural events or without the

need to interpret it as something unnatural or out of the or-

dinary. At the same time, it is well to remember that be-

cause the natural and supernatural are equally of God's own
time and making, they are on the same continuum so that,

ultimately, no true separation is possible. One way or the

other, God is the only one working in us for our advance-

ment as human beings and as creatures of his own doing.

Thus, whether we arrive at our final destination early or late

is not, in the long run, all that relevant. Nevertheless, most of

us would agree: life gets better, the sooner we get it together.

Because of my meeting with Lucille, two views of this

journey became possible. One is, that the complete loss of

self and the realization of what remains is a supernatural

event that constitutes, for the contemplative, the second

major movement of his relentless journey into God. The

other view is, that this journey is the final process of our

natural lifespan, wherein self-consciousness is gradually re-

linquished as we come upon "that" which lies beyond the

self. But either way, it is a preparation for a new existence,

an entry into a new way of knowing and seeing that is truly

the greatest of all man's beginnings, and in no way an ending.
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But apart from the contemplatives and the elderly who
have made this passage, we will always have with us those

who defy the necessity of making such a transition. These

are the ones who have never known self-consciousness, and

therefore have never known what it is not to see. I speak

now of those who, by birth, accident, or disease, are consid-

ered mentally handicapped, and in particular I think of my
niece who was born severely retarded. Long ago her mother

assured me that little Marge never developed any concept of

a self or of the other, and had never developed an affective

system such as we know it. Watching her sit contentedly for

hours, as if she were an outside observer on the mysterious

world of the self-conscious, I used to wonder what she

might be seeing and knowing that made it possible for her to

stay in such a satisfied, peaceful state of mind. But like

others who live in this unself-conscious state — infants, little

children, a variety of individuals — she cannot tell us.

Without first having had the relative experience of self-con-

sciousness, there is no way to describe or communicate this

non-relative type of seeing and knowing. It seems that

wherever this state occurs, it is wrapped in silence; and even

when it is communicated — as only the contemplative can

do — it is rarely understood. Truly, it defies any form of in-

tellectualization.

Since a large segment of society lives in this unself-con-

scious condition without being able to communicate it, the

contemplative stands in a unique position to make an

accounting for those who cannot do so. And in telling us

something of this state, there is the revelation of the

Creator's goodness, who has given the little ones to see

"that" which the contemplative spends his whole life search-

ing for and, literally, would give his eyetooth to see. Such a

divine dispensation is no more mysterious than Christ

promising heaven to the criminal on the cross — a common
criminal who, for all we know, may have spent his entire

life deriding God and hating his neighbor.

For those who have eyes to see, there is no place to
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look where this Goodness is not revealed. This is the un-

questioned object — indeed, the very subject — of the con-

templative vision. In this way, he makes an accounting of

this goodness, not for himself alone, but for those who can-

not tell us what they see beyond a self-conscious condition.

To me, the contemplative's sole function in society is to shed

light on this dimension beyond the self, and to tell us about

the crossing over, which is a journey few can talk about, but

a journey which many are destined to make.

Although the final establishment in a state of union is

an unmistakable transition in itself, it nevertheless lacks the

finality, the definitiveness, and the abruptness of this second

movement, wherein the union of two gives way to reveal

the clear identity of the One. Here, the "who" of God and

self have given place to the "what" of That which remains

when they are gone. Thus, the glimpses of a complete loss of

self, described by both St. Teresa and St. John of the Cross

as merely "transient" (which somehow they did not foresee

as a lasting state) have become a permanent reality, a reality

of yet another step in the Eternal Movement.

The only mystic I could find who speaks of this step

beyond union, beyond self and God, is Meister Eckhart.

This is his "breakthrough," his "bursting forth" into the

Godhead, his "crashing through to that which is beyond the

idea of God and truth, until it (the soul) reaches the in prin-

cipio, the beginning of beginnings, the origin or source of all

goodness and truth" (R. B. Blakney, Meister Eckhart,

Harper & Row, p. 169).

I regard this breakthrough as the beginning of the sec-

ond contemplative movement, because the findings that lie

beyond these landmarks — the falling away of the self and

Eckhart's breakthrough — have much in common. Though

it would be possible to spend the remainder of these pages
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pointing out their similarities, I shall content myself with a

single quotation from the master:

"When I flowed out from God, all things spoke: God
is. But this cannot make me happy, for it makes me un-

derstand that I am a creature. In the breakthrough, on

the other hand, where I stand free of my own will and

of the will of God and of all his works and of God him-

self, there I am above all creatures and am neither God
nor creature. Rather, I am what I was and what I shall

remain now and forever. . . .In this breakthrough I

discover that I and God are one. There I am what I was,

and I grow neither smaller nor bigger, for there I am an

immovable cause that moves all things. Here, then,

God finds no place in people, for people achieve with

this poverty what they were in eternity and will remain

forever." (Matthew Fox, O.P. Breakthrough Meister

Eckhart's Creation Spirituality in New Translation,

Image Books, p. 218)

As I read Eckhart, I read of one who has made the

journey and crossed over. Yet, I also understand he was so

outspoken about what he learned beyond the breakthrough

that he eventually incurred the official censure of the

Church. Apparently a few theologians were wary lest the

common people — to whom he preached — might take him

seriously and believe him when he talked of man's essential

oneness with God, since this is, after all, a theological

taboo. Despite his censure, however, it says much for theol-

ogy that Eckhart, a theologian, never saw anything in his

teaching contrary to the doctrines of the Church. On the

contrary, he was certain that on an experiential or practical

level he had only penetrated the Truth which theology at-

tempts to define. Eckhart picked up, so to speak, where his

Dominican brother left off when he not only expanded, but

became eloquent, in the areas where St. Thomas had only

fallen silent. Together, these two contemporaries have elab-

orated a contemplative system that ever remains incomplete
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if studied separately, or if this study is terminated with the

more speculative of the two.

It is regrettable that, owing to this, the Spanish mystics

found it necessary to bring the descriptions of their experi-

ences into conformity solely with the speculative (Thomistic)

aspects of the contemplative life. In doing so, the Eckhartian

dimension beyond union was lost and therefore, remains

unaccounted for in their writings. As said before, the reason

for this loss is that "what" it becomes possible to know be-

yond the breakthrough is considered theologically improper.

To speak of an "accidental" oneness with God (union)

is orthodox; but to speak of an "essential" oneness with God
(identity) is considered unorthodox. And the problem is not

merely one of description. Rather, it is primarily one of ex-

perience, for these are two different experiences: union be-

fore the breakthrough; identity, after the breakthrough. But

this latter experience is not recognized because it does not

harmonize with the theological insistence on an essential sep-

aration between Creator and creature. The creature in his

union with God must always be "accidental" to God; and

yet, in the experience of identity, the creature comes upon

an "essential" union, which means partaking not only of

God's is-ness, but of his what-ness.

Acknowledging this essential separation, Etienne Gil-

son asks the following question:

What we want to know is simply this: whether, yes or

no, we can admit the possibility of a coincidence, even

partial, between the human substance and the Divine

substance — whether we can admit it to be then in fact

realized.

His answer is this:

If you lower, were it but for an instant and at any

point, the barrier set up by the contingence of being be-

tween man and God, then you rob the Christian mystic
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of his God, and you rob him therefore of his mysti-

cism. He can do without any god who is not inaccessi-

ble; the sole God Who by nature is inaccessible is also

the sole God he can in no wise do without. (Etienne

Gilson, "Unitas Spiritus," Understanding Mysticism,

Edited by R. Woods, O.R Image Books, pp. 500-501)

This amounts to saying that union depends on separateness,

and in this he is correct; but beyond the self this separate-

ness no longer exists and thus, he is also correct in saying

that identity of substance (essence, as I call it) between man
and God robs the mystic of both his God and his mysticism.

In truth, coming upon this identity is the end of all longing

and desire for God, for union, or for any type of experience,

because this identity is by its very nature the ending of the

contemplative life — which is why it is the beginning of a

new life. In a word, God has become eternally accessible.

As I see it, coming upon pure Being (God) belongs to

childhood; to recognize this Being as the ground of our soul

and of all that exists, belongs to adolescence; and to go be-

yond Being to realize that in essence, let alone in Being, God
is all that exists, belongs to adulthood; and it is this matur-

ity, that lies beyond the breakthrough. At least, this is how I

read Eckhart.

The root of the problem seems to stem from the be-

lated biblical statement (not mentioned in Genesis) that God
made all things from nothing, and that the crux of the dis-

agreement between theologian and mystic lies in the inter-

pretation of this nothingness. Since absolute nothingness is

incomprehensible to the mind, it falls, like the essence of

God, into the realm of the unknown. That this unknown
nothing is not God, is the particular insistence of the theolo-

gian; but that this unknowable nothing turns out to be God,

is the final realization of the mystic. In other words, what

flowed forth from God in the act of Creation was some un-

knowable aspect of Himself. Thus if we were created from

nothing, it can only mean nothing knowable to the mind,
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which is the truth, since God's essence is intellectually un-

knowable. Yet, understanding experientally how God works

becomes possible once we get beyond the breakthrough.

But once again, the problem is not merely one of bibli-

cal interpretation; more importantly, it is one of experience,

for there does indeed exist a theologically defined oneness or

union with God; and at the same time, there is also an unde-

finable mystical oneness or identity for which theology has

no words. The difference depends on which side of the

breakthrough we stand: whether the self remains, or

whether it is dead and buried in the Godhead — as Eckhart

puts it. Each side represents two different ways of seeing and

knowing, which for now, I can do no more to emphasize.

However we wish to interpret the nothingness from

which we were made, it remains impossible to make a sensi-

ble case for the magic-wand theory of creation, especially

when it isn't necessary. It is difficult to justify any speculation

that God did not make us from himself since this fact does

not make us God, does not limit God to matter or to this

universe, does not do away with creation, contingency, or

change anything at all; nor does it conflict with any relevant

Christian belief. (If any, only the notion of eternal damna-

tion might be affected, but who needs this one? Certainly

God doesn't!) The idea that creation is somehow "acciden-

tal" to God — which makes it little more than a scientific

chance — is an idea I find so absurd that I dare not belabor

the point another minute.

My interest in all this should not be difficult to under-

stand. From the outset of this journey, I knew I had gone be-

yond the limits of the particular contemplative frame of re-

ference outlined by the Spanish mystics. But I went on to

find in Eckhart this lost dimension beyond union and self.

Initially I had but a single book on the Master, but at the

end of the journey my friend, Father L, passed on to me a

list of sources and a number of articles on the mystic and his

theology. What I learned was that the areas where theology
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is wont to reinterpret and correct Eckhart, are the very areas

of this lost dimension; and it is precisely because he is out-

spoken here, where theology becomes most sensitive, that

Eckhart is unique and unlike any other Christian mystic.

Thus, where some are wont to draw the line on Eckhart —
or to keep him in line — that is the point where he breaks

through. To keep him in line means to lose this dimension,

to rob him of his uniqueness, and to cut short the contem-

plative experience for those who would follow.

In closing this account, I feel a beginning has been

made by clearing the ground for much more that remains to

be said. As stated initially, this writing stems from the fail-

ure to find this movement beyond self in the classical con-

templative literature, and though I am no longer concerned

for myself, I am concerned for those who may come to a

similar end when they discover that their traditional path

has suddenly disappeared. Having made this journey I now
see, and see clearly, that a dimension unmistakably exists

beyond anything that could be described as the self's union

with God — be it called Spiritual Marriage, transforming

union, or whatever the terminology one may care to use.

For the contemplative to regard such a union as the final or

ultimate consummation of his spiritual life is a grave mis-

take. He is setting his sight at a midway point which, I now
see, is too low, too close-in, and too narrow. At this point

he may even be so centered in God that he is still subject to

the illusion of personal deification, wherein his only feat is

to unwittingly shortchange God. Whenever possible, it is

best to get beyond such a point, even when letting go means

surrendering this union with all its experiences and ensuing

qualities of strength, love, certitude, and personal energies;

for as long as there is any feeling, knowledge, or inkling that

a self remains, he has not gone far enough.

Of our own accord, we cannot cross the line into the

unknown. Only God knows if we are ready for such a step;

only he can take us across and see us through. Nevertheless,
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it is vitally important to realize that such a step exists, that

others have taken it, and to be prepared so there will be no

illusions about what lies beyond the self. For us to give our

self to God is, as Eckhart says, to give Him absolutely noth-

ing; but for God to take away the self, is for Him to take ab-

solutely everything. Though John of the Cross stresses the

giving, over the taking, and Meister Eckhart stresses the tak-

ing, over the giving, the fact remains that no matter how we
evaluate this exchange, these are two different movements,

two different contemplative experiences.

While reading this account, a friend made the rather

droll remark, "It sounds to me like you lost your souli" Now
I had never thought of it this way, yet I liked the idea be-

cause I always regarded the soul as God's habitat, a king-

dom in which God and self dwell as an unbeatable team;

thus, to lose this soul — what could possibly be left? Cer-

tainly it would not be me — or you. So what does it mean
to lose your soul? I think it means the death of God and the

self, a descent into hell, and a resurrection on the third day.

In heaven we do not speak of souls, we only speak of saints;

thus there may be no souls in heaven. I don't know. But if to

be a saint in the next life means losing your soul in this life,

then it follows that we should all lose our souls. But isn't this

what Christ would have us do — to lose this life (our souls)

that we might have eternal life? In new translation this say-

ing turns into : "He who brings himself to nought for me dis-

covers who he is." To this I would add that in coming to

nought he will not only discover who he is, but "what" he is,

for in God these cannot be separated. That he is, what he is,

who he is, where he is, in God these are One, and outside

this One, nothing is.
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